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CHAPTER ONE 

The Shadow of a Cowl 

 

Five Years Earlier 

 

The Wu-Men Bridge over the Imperial Canal was the kind of 

place that seemed to exist outside of time. Shanghai’s glass 

towers rose against the darkening sky to the east, their surfaces 

catching the last crimson light of a dying afternoon, but on the 

bridge itself—where old stones arched over water that had carried 

junks and silk traders for eight centuries—the city’s modernity 

felt like an imposition, something temporary and ultimately 

unconvincing. 

Dr. Keppel Harkness walked across it with a tourist’s 

unhurried pace, a camera hanging around his neck, the conference 

lanyard tucked into his shirt so no one would bother him with 

questions about his research. He was forty-two days into his 

first real vacation in three years, which meant he was thinking 

about krait venom neurotoxins and reviewing methodology in his 

head while supposedly admiring the view. The photograph he’d 

taken of the bridge that morning was already filed under 

“Conference Documentation” in his phone’s camera roll, alongside 

forty-seven photographs of molecular structures and two 

accidental selfies. 

He was, in other words, not paying adequate attention to the 

boy until the boy was directly in front of him. 
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The child was perhaps ten years old, Chinese, with quick 

dark eyes and the practised directness of a born salesman. He 

held up a small laminated card printed with zodiac animals and 

offered it to Harkness with both hands and a grin that was 

entirely genuine. 

“Fortune telling, mister?” The boy had dropped into English 

when Harkness failed to respond to the Mandarin opening. “Very 

good fortune! Very lucky!” 

Harkness smiled and shook his head. “No, thank you. I don’t 

believe in fortune.” 

The grin disappeared. The child’s face underwent a 

transformation so complete and so sudden that Harkness felt a 

small jolt of wrongness—the smile replaced not by disappointment, 

as one would expect, but by an expression of preternatural 

seriousness, something too considered for a ten-year-old’s 

features. 

“Then you should,” the boy said, in perfectly unaccented 

English. “Because your fortune is very bad.” 

Harkness stopped walking. “Where did you learn to speak 

English?” 

The boy did not answer. He was looking past Harkness’s 

shoulder, down the length of the bridge towards the far entrance 

from the old city, and something about his expression had changed 

again—not fear exactly, but something older than fear, a kind of 

absolute certainty. 

“Shut your eyes tightly, master,” the boy said, very 

quietly. “The Scorpion is coming.” 
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And then he was gone, darting into the crowd with the 

practised invisibility of a child who has spent his life 

navigating adult spaces unnoticed. 

Harkness turned. 

The figure was already twenty metres away and approaching, 

moving through the crowd with the measured pace of someone in no 

hurry, dressed in traditional robes draped with a veil of 

translucent fabric that caught the evening light and turned it 

strange. The crowd seemed to part without noticing that it was 

doing so, pedestrians drifting aside with an organic, unconscious 

deference, the way water moves around a stone in a stream. 

Harkness felt it—a cold that was not temperature, a 

stillness that moved against the logic of things. Every instinct 

he possessed, the animal ones that predated medicine and 

education and rational thought, sent the same unambiguous signal: 

run. 

He did not run. He could not. He stood frozen on the bridge 

as the figure drew closer—ten metres, five, close enough to 

touch—and he caught a glimpse beneath the translucent veil— 

Nothing. Shadow. Darkness where a face should be. 

The figure passed him without breaking stride and continued 

towards the old city, and after perhaps thirty seconds, 

Harkness’s breathing resumed and the crowd flowed back into the 

space the figure had vacated, and a vendor was calling out prices 

somewhere close by, and a tourist was photographing the canal, 

and the city went on as though nothing had happened at all. 
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Harkness raised his camera and checked the last photograph 

he’d taken. 

The bridge. The canal. The late afternoon crowd. And there, 

in the corner of the frame—slightly out of focus, the autofocus 

defeated by whatever quality of light it occupied—the figure. 

Facing his lens. Facing him, across the distance and across 

whatever fundamental strangeness had just occurred. 

His hands were trembling. 

A voice appeared at his shoulder. “Dr. Harkness? Are you 

quite all right?” 

Professor Dorian Doyle had been attending the same 

conference—the coincidence had been remarked upon at the welcome 

reception—and he was a tall man in his sixties with the 

distinguished, carefully maintained appearance of someone who had 

spent forty years being taken seriously by committees. Now, 

however, he was watching Harkness with an expression that 

contained neither surprise nor the polite concern of a casual 

acquaintance. He was watching with recognition. 

“I’m not certain,” Harkness said. “What I just saw—” 

“The old city.” Doyle glanced towards the far end of the 

bridge. “They say it’s haunted. By things older than ghosts.” He 

smiled, a careful smile. “I used to dismiss that sort of thing 

entirely.” 

Then his hand was on Harkness’s arm—an urgent grip, quite 

unlike the rest of his measured manner. 
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“Listen to me carefully. There are things happening here. 

Research. Dangerous research. If anything should happen to me, 

I’m going to need someone I can trust.” 

“Professor—” 

“Promise me.” The grip tightened. “If I give you something 

to keep safe—you won’t open it. You won’t tell anyone. You’ll 

simply keep it locked away, and if the time comes when someone 

needs it, you’ll know who that person is.” 

“What kind of something?” 

But Doyle was already releasing his arm and stepping back 

into the crowd, moving with the same unhurried certainty as the 

veiled figure, and within seconds his distinguished grey head had 

disappeared into the press of evening foot traffic, and Harkness 

was alone on the bridge as the sun went fully down. 

He looked at the photograph one last time. The figure was 

still there. But now it seemed to him—perhaps this was the 

failing light, perhaps this was the first edge of the fear—that 

the figure had turned slightly, was facing him more directly. As 

though it had known, even as he stood frozen and it passed, that 

he would capture this image. And had wished to be remembered. 

He put the camera away and walked back to his hotel. 

He did not sleep particularly well that night. 

 

* * * 

 

Five Years Later 
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The sound came at two minutes past two in the morning. 

Harkness was not asleep. He had not been asleep for several 

hours—had, in fact, fallen asleep in his desk chair sometime 

around midnight and jerked awake shortly before one, neck aching, 

the photograph from Shanghai still visible on his monitor’s 

secondary display. He had been working since then on the 

molecular modelling, a cup of whisky beside the keyboard 

contributing less to the problem than to a vague sense of 

company. 

The laboratory occupied the ground floor of his house in 

Grove Park, a Victorian terrace in southeast London that had been 

his home for eleven years and would never, he had decided, be 

anyone else’s home—which was the kind of decision that felt 

sensible at thirty-nine and rather sadder at forty-four. The rest 

of the house was adequate. The laboratory was good. 

VERA—the AI interface he had built and trained over the 

previous four years, housed in a clean, spare display mounted 

between the two main monitors—was running an overnight analysis 

of a synthetic krait venom analogue designated CK-7741, comparing 

its neurotoxic profile against the natural compound on seventeen 

parameters simultaneously. The results, when they came back, 

would be excellent. This was part of the problem. 

“Cross-reference complete,” VERA said in its measured, 

carefully non-human voice. “The krait venom analogue shows 

ninety-four percent binding affinity to acetylcholine receptors. 

Projected lethal dose: 0.3 milligrams.” 
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Harkness made a note. Took a sip of whisky. Looked at the 

figure on the screen. 

“Point three milligrams,” he said quietly. “You could hide 

that in a handshake.” 

On the second monitor, the paper was open. His paper—

“Undetectable Toxins: The Future of Assassination?”—published 

under K. Harkness, PhD, eighteen months ago, in the journal that 

should have rejected it and hadn’t, received with enthusiasm in 

circles that had subsequently made him uneasy. He looked at his 

own name in the byline with a feeling that had no precise 

clinical term but that he had privately begun calling poisoner’s 

regret. 

Then the sound began. 

It was not quite a sound. It occupied the lower edge of 

auditory perception—a vibration rather than a tone, felt in the 

teeth and the sternum and the small bones behind the ears, a 

frequency that bypassed the conscious processing of sound 

entirely and communicated its presence by other means. It rose, 

held for perhaps four seconds, and stopped. 

Harkness’s head snapped up. He checked his security 

application—four camera feeds, all green, front door locked, 

hallway clear. The sound had left no signature in the audio 

monitoring software. He opened the door to the hallway; the 

silence there was thicker somehow, the sound’s absence more 

pointed. He stood listening for thirty seconds, then returned to 

the study. 

The sound did not recur. 
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He scrolled back through the audio logs. Nothing. The 

waveform display showed ordinary nighttime noise—the boiler, a 

car passing in the street two minutes ago, the refrigerator’s 

thermostat cycling. No spike. No anomaly. As if it had never 

happened. 

He set his phone down carefully and was reaching for the 

whisky when the hallway camera feed went black. 

Not to grey static. To black. Dead signal. 

Harkness sat very still. He swiped to review the recording. 

The feed cut out at 3:14 a.m.—he had not noticed the time 

passing—and showed nothing. Then, less than a minute later, it 

resumed, showing an empty hallway, the landing, the closed doors. 

Forty-seven seconds of nothing. 

A shadow moved across the window behind him. 

He spun in his chair. Through the rain-streaked glass, 

backlit by the amber glow of a streetlamp three houses down, a 

figure stood in his garden. Tall, heavily cloaked, the hood drawn 

so far forward that there was nothing visible beneath it—no line 

of jaw, no suggestion of a face. Standing in the rain with 

perfect stillness, as though the rain did not exist, as though 

the wet grass beneath its feet was simply the world it occupied. 

Watching. 

Harkness fumbled for the desk lamp, hit the switch, and the 

room lit up, turning the window into a mirror. He pressed his 

face to the glass, cupping his hands against the reflection. 

The garden was empty. Rain fell on the lawn and the flower 

beds and the back wall. Nothing else. 
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He scrubbed back through the footage from the garden camera: 

3:14 to 3:15. A clean forty-seven-second gap, surgically excised. 

The event log, when he found it, showed a single red entry: 

ANOMALY DETECTED—47 SECONDS UNRECORDED. 

Harkness put his hand flat on the desk and held it there 

until it stopped shaking. 

He noticed then that the biometric drawer was open. The 

small LED that should have been red glowed green. He kept the 

drawer locked—it held the sealed brown envelope that Professor 

Doyle had pressed into his hands six weeks after Shanghai, in a 

car park in Cambridge, saying only: keep this safe and don’t ask 

me anything—and the envelope was still there, still sealed, the 

wax impression undisturbed. 

But the envelope was lighter. 

Or felt lighter. He could not be certain. He turned it over 

three times, pressed it, weighed it in his palm, and could not 

say with any certainty whether it weighed less than it had or 

whether this was the 3 a.m. making itself felt. 

He set it back. Closed the drawer. Locked it. 

Sat for a long time in his study with the monitors and the 

bookshelves and the rain and the photograph from Shanghai, 

thinking about the frequency he had just heard—18.9 Hz, he had 

run it through the spectrum analyser during the brief four 

seconds it had sounded—and about the figure in his garden, and 

about the forty-seven missing seconds, and about the old city in 

Shanghai where things older than ghosts were said to walk. 
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Then he went to bed, because there was nothing else to do at 

quarter past three. 

He did not sleep. 

 

* * * 

 

Mrs. Lennox had known Harkness since he was eight years old. 

She had managed the household since before his mother died, had 

overseen the transition from the family home in Aberdeen to the 

London terrace, had survived two unsuccessful relationships and 

his father’s death and the period he now thought of simply as the 

dark year, when the whisky had been less a habit than a 

structural element. She was in her mid-sixties now and had the 

bearing of a woman who had survived everything by declining to be 

impressed by any of it. 

She was standing at the AGA with a pot of proper porridge—

not the instant kind, which she regarded as a moral failing—when 

Harkness came downstairs at seven-fifteen with his medical bag 

and his worst night’s sleep in recent memory plainly visible in 

his face. 

“You slept in that chair again,” she said, without turning. 

“Good morning.” 

“Dinnae ‘good morning’ me, Keppel Harkness. I can see it in 

your eyes. And you’ve been at the whisky.” 

She set a bowl of porridge in front of him with enough force 

to make her feelings clear. Harkness sat down and took a 

spoonful. It was perfect—the right temperature, the right salt, 
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the kind of breakfast that worked on you from the inside out. He 

hadn’t realised how hungry he was. 

“You mentioned sounds,” he said. “Last week. Strange 

sounds.” 

Mrs. Lennox’s expression tightened. “I did.” 

“What kind of sounds?” 

She turned from the counter and sat down across from him—a 

gesture so unusual that Harkness put his spoon down. When Mrs. 

Lennox sat during daylight hours, something serious was about to 

be said. 

“It started a fortnight ago,” she said. “Always at night. 

Two, three in the morning. A low sound—like a pipe organ playing 

underwater. But mechanical. Wrong.” She paused. “I called the 

electrician. I called the plumber. They found nothing.” 

“Could it be interference from the—” 

“Tam hid under my bed for an hour.” 

Harkness looked at the large tabby sleeping in its basket by 

the radiator. Animals heard infrasound better than humans—their 

range extended lower, into frequencies that bypassed human 

auditory processing entirely. 

“What time exactly?” he asked. 

“Two minutes past two. This morning. I checked the clock.” 

She held his gaze steadily. “Keppel. You’re frightening me.” 

“It’s nothing. Probably interference from the railway.” 

“You always were a terrible liar.” She stood, returned to 

the counter. “I’ve known you since your mother passed, and I’ve 

never seen you like this.” 
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“Like what?” 

“Afraid.” 

The word sat between them for a moment. 

“I’m not afraid,” he said. “I’m just careful.” 

She turned and gave him the look she had been giving him 

since he was eight—the look that meant she had weighed what he’d 

said and found it wanting. “My grandmother had the second sight. 

She said it was like a cold wind from nowhere. I dinnae have the 

gift myself, but… there’s something wrong in this house, Keppel. 

Something that wasnae there before.” 

He wanted to tell her she was being fanciful. The words 

wouldn’t come out. 

“If anything strange happens,” he said instead, “call me 

immediately. Whatever time.” 

“I promise. Now eat your breakfast and go heal people. It’s 

what you’re meant for.” 

He ate the porridge. It tasted like ash. 

 

* * * 

 

The medical practice occupied a converted Victorian building 

three miles from the house. Harkness had set it up eleven years 

ago—two consulting rooms, a small reception, and the laboratory 

that was his real work—and it had accumulated over the years the 

specific gravity of a place that matters: Mrs. Kaplan with her 

annual anxiety, Mr. Osei who talked too much about football and 

too little about his blood pressure, the steady rhythm of minor 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  14 

 

ailments and genuine crises and the work that he was, Mrs. Lennox 

was right, meant for. 

Jenny managed the reception with a caffeinated precision 

that Harkness had long since stopped trying to understand. 

“Morning,” she said as he came in. “Mrs. Kaplan cancelled. 

Mr. Osei pushed to Thursday. And there’s a new patient wanting a 

walk-in. Wouldn’t take the online booking—insisted on coming in 

person.” 

“Name?” 

“Sorel. Mademoiselle Sorel.” She said the title as one 

reports a minor curiosity. “Her word, not mine.” 

Harkness took the paper slip. He stood with it for a moment, 

then tucked it into his pocket. 

“I’ll be in the lab first. Send her through when she 

arrives.” 

The lab work that morning was routine—the overnight CK-7741 

analysis complete, the data clean, two papers he was supposed to 

be reviewing for the journal, a request from a forensics 

consultant at the Met that he had been meaning to answer for 

three weeks. He worked steadily, made notes, and tried not to 

look at the photograph on the secondary monitor. 

At nine forty-three, Jenny knocked. 

“Mademoiselle Sorel is here.” 

Harkness straightened his tie. Caught himself doing it. 

Stopped. 

“Send her in.” 
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The woman who entered the consultation room was striking in 

a way that Harkness, who was not unaccustomed to noticing things, 

took a moment to fully register. She was in her late twenties or 

early thirties, with dark hair and darker eyes that held an 

intelligence she seemed practised at concealing. She dressed 

simply but with an instinctive precision—everything in 

proportion, nothing accidental. She moved with the specific 

economy of someone who had spent years in situations where they 

needed to be very aware of how much space they occupied. 

She was carrying tension in her shoulders like armour. 

“Dr. Harkness. Thank you for seeing me without an 

appointment.” 

“Of course. Please, sit down. What brings you in?” 

She sat. Crossed her legs, then uncrossed them. It was a 

small betrayal of the composure she was otherwise maintaining 

very well. 

“Headaches. Severe. They come without warning and they’re 

getting worse. I’ve seen three specialists in the past year. No 

one can explain them.” 

“Where exactly is the pain?” 

She touched the base of her skull, just below the occipital 

ridge. “Here.” 

“Any triggers? Stress, light sensitivity, particular foods?” 

She paused a fraction of a second too long. “Stress. Always 

stress.” 

Harkness opened a new patient file on his computer. “Your 

full name for the record?” 
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“Sorel. Just Sorel.” 

“First name?” 

A small, controlled smile. “I prefer just the one. Is that a 

problem?” 

Harkness catalogued: evasive, rehearsed, intelligent. Not 

simple privacy—something else. This was someone who did not 

officially exist. 

“Your accent,” he said. “I can’t quite place it.” 

“I travel. I collect languages.” 

“That’s not an answer.” 

“No,” she agreed, meeting his eyes. “It isn’t.” 

They regarded each other for a moment across the 

consultation room’s careful neutrality. 

“How long have you had the headaches?” he asked. 

“Three years. Maybe four.” 

“You don’t remember?” 

“There are things I choose not to remember, Doctor.” A 

pause. “The headaches began around the same time.” 

Harkness made a note. Psychosomatic component—possibly. 

Trauma-related—possibly. He asked about nausea, visual 

disturbances, light and sound sensitivity. 

“All of them,” she said. “Especially sound.” 

“What kind of sound?” 

She hesitated. It was the first time her composure had shown 

a genuine crack. 

“Low,” she said. “Below hearing, almost. Like the air 

vibrating. It comes before the headaches. Always.” 
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The cold that moved through Harkness then was not 

temperature. It was recognition. 

He kept his voice clinically neutral. “Can you describe the 

frequency? Is it constant or pulsing?” 

She watched him for a moment with those careful dark eyes. 

“You’ve heard it,” she said. It was not a question. 

“I don’t know what you mean.” 

“Yes, you do. Last night. You heard it.” 

He stood abruptly. “I think we should proceed with the 

neurological examination.” 

He moved around the desk, and she tensed but did not 

retreat. His hands were steady, professional, working through the 

standard palpation of the neck—lymph nodes, muscle groups, the 

trapezius and the sternocleidomastoid—and then his fingers found 

it. 

At the base of her skull, just beneath the skin. A small, 

hard object, perhaps five millimetres in diameter, smooth on one 

side and irregular on the other. Subcutaneous. Metallic. 

She inhaled sharply and pulled away. 

“What is that?” he asked. 

“An old injury.” 

“That’s not scar tissue. It’s metallic. Some kind of 

implant.” 

She was already standing, gathering her bag—the movement too 

quick, too rehearsed. “I need to leave.” 

“If that’s a medical device—” 

“It’s not medical.” 
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She was at the door. He moved to block it—not threatening, 

simply present. 

“Then what is it?” 

She looked up at him. Something had changed in her 

expression. The performance had stopped. What replaced it was 

simpler and worse: fear, genuine and unguarded, the kind that 

didn’t know yet how to hide itself. 

“A leash,” she whispered. 

She stepped around him and was gone. He followed to the top 

of the stairs, heard Jenny’s startled attempt at a follow-up 

appointment, heard the front door close. 

Through the window at the landing, he watched her walk down 

the street. She did not look back. At the corner, a black SUV 

with tinted windows pulled up—the door already opening before she 

reached it—and she got in, and it drove away with a smooth, 

practised certainty that spoke of choreography, of repetition, of 

a dozen such entrances and exits in a dozen other cities. 

Harkness photographed the number plate. When he examined the 

image, the plate was a digital smear—scrambled deliberately by 

equipment Harkness recognised from a classified briefing paper he 

had been asked to review eighteen months ago for a Home Office 

working group. 

He stood very still on the landing. 

Jenny appeared below. “Dr. Harkness? Your ten-thirty is 

here.” 
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He descended, returned to the consultation room, and found 

on the chair where she had been sitting a single dark hair caught 

in the fabric. 

He picked it up carefully, wrapped it in tissue, put it in 

his pocket. 

DNA. Evidence. Answers. 

 

* * * 

 

After the final patient of the morning, Jenny caught him on 

his way to the lab and showed him her phone. A neighbourhood 

watch forum—Grove Park, covering the three or four streets 

immediately surrounding the practice. The thread had started four 

days ago. Someone had photographed a black SUV with tinted 

windows, parked for three hours on Marlborough Road without 

anyone getting in or out. The replies accumulated: same car, last 

week, different street, parked outside a school. Police said 

there was nothing they could do. 

“That’s near where you live,” Jenny said. 

“Yes.” He kept his voice flat and professional. “It is.” 

“My boyfriend thinks I’m paranoid, but I saw that car 

yesterday. Parked across from the practice. Just after two in the 

afternoon.” 

During Mlle. Sorel’s appointment. 

He told Jenny, carefully, that it was probably an insurance 

fraud case, probably nothing to be concerned about, but that if 

she noticed it again she should make a note of the time and take 
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a photograph if possible. He told her not to approach it. He told 

her, more carefully still, that if anyone came in asking 

questions about his schedule, his patients, anything about the 

practice’s operations, she should say nothing—data protection, 

patient confidentiality, by the book. 

Jenny was frightened now. He had made her frightened. He was 

aware of this. 

“Should we call the police?” she asked. 

“Not yet.” He looked at her steadily. “And Jenny—going home 

tonight. Make sure you’re not followed.” 

“Followed?” Her eyes widened. “Dr. Harkness, what’s going 

on?” 

“Probably nothing. But I’d rather you were cautious.” He 

started for the stairs, then stopped. “Mlle. Sorel. If she calls 

again—even if I’m with someone, especially if I’m with someone.” 

“Is she dangerous?” 

He thought about it honestly. “No. She’s in danger. There’s 

a difference.” 

 

* * * 

 

At half past nine that evening, Harkness was sitting in his 

living room with a glass of whisky he hadn’t touched, the sealed 

envelope from Professor Doyle on the coffee table in front of 

him, when the doorbell rang. The camera feed showed a compact man 

in his early fifties—watchful, still, with the kind of face that 

had seen a great deal and decided, on consideration, to carry on. 
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He was holding a warrant card and a small evidence bag and 

standing in the rain with the settled patience of someone who had 

spent his career waiting outside doors. 

Inspector Robert Aldridge, Scotland Yard. 

Harkness opened the door. 

“Sorry for the hour,” Aldridge said. “We need your expertise 

rather urgently.” 

“My expertise.” 

“You’re published in exotic toxicology. Three papers in 

leading toxicology journals. One in Nature.” 

“You’ve read them?” 

“My analyst did. She says you’re the best in the country for 

unusual poisons.” He held up the evidence bag. “And we have 

something very unusual.” 

Harkness took the bag. Inside, a small fragment—gold-

coloured, perhaps two centimetres in length, curved and 

segmented, organic in its design. 

“Found on a body pulled from the Thames this morning,” 

Aldridge said. “Lodged in the clothing. Do you know what it is?” 

Harkness carried the bag to the lamp and studied it. “It’s 

the terminal segment of a scorpion’s tail,” he said. “The telson—

where the venom gland sits. Gold-plated. But the shape is 

anatomically precise. Whoever made this knew exactly what a 

scorpion’s stinger looks like from the inside.” He turned it 

over. “The interior is hollow. There’s a channel running through 

it—same gauge as a hypodermic needle. This isn’t decorative, 

Inspector. It’s a delivery mechanism.” 
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Aldridge absorbed this in silence for a moment. 

“The body,” he said. “Male, late forties, well-nourished. No 

obvious cause of death. No wounds, no ligature marks, no drowning 

indicators. But the tissue damage was unlike anything my 

pathologist has seen—cellular degradation at a molecular level. 

Every toxicology screen we’ve run comes back clean.” 

“Meaning the poison isn’t in your database.” 

“Meaning it doesn’t officially exist. Which is why I’m at 

your door at nine o’clock on a Tuesday evening.” He looked at 

Harkness steadily. “This isn’t isolated. Over the past three 

months, four other prominent individuals have died under similar 

circumstances. An investment banker in Zurich. A retired 

intelligence officer in Washington. A pharmaceutical executive in 

Tokyo. A government minister in Lagos. All listed as natural 

causes. All impossible to explain. The Thames body is the first 

time we’ve recovered physical evidence.” 

Harkness turned the evidence bag in his hands. In the 

lamplight, the gold fragment caught a gleam that might have been 

beautiful in other circumstances. 

“Inspector,” he said, “someone broke into my house last 

night. My security system was compromised—forty-seven seconds of 

camera footage surgically erased. And I saw someone in my garden. 

A figure in a cowl, standing in the rain.” 

Aldridge’s expression shifted—something contracted in it. 

“When?” 

“Just after three in the morning. My desk drawer was opened 

as well. Biometric lock. Inside there’s a sealed envelope I’ve 
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been keeping for a colleague—Professor Dorian Doyle, Cambridge, 

toxicology. He died in a car accident two and a half years ago.” 

The name landed in the room with its own specific weight. 

“I’d like you to examine the body,” Aldridge said, after a 

pause. “Tomorrow morning, King’s College forensic suite, eight 

o’clock. I’ll send a car.” 

“I’m not a forensic pathologist, Inspector.” 

“No. You’re something more specific. Right now, that’s what 

I need.” 

His phone buzzed. He glanced at it, and something moved 

across his face—concern shifting to urgency. “Excuse me. I have 

to take this.” He stepped into the hallway. 

Harkness could hear fragments through the door: When? … How 

serious? … I’m on my way. 

He had been going over this conversation in his mind since 

he found the forty-seven-second gap, cataloguing it—the timing 

too precise, the interruption too convenient. He got up quietly 

and moved to the hallway’s edge and listened. 

Then he pulled up the hallway camera feed on his phone and 

scrubbed back to the timestamp of the call. He played it through 

twice, then three times. 

No ringtone. No vibration. In the four-second window before 

Aldridge said “excuse me,” the audio showed nothing. And the 

pauses between Aldridge’s words—When? … three seconds … How 

serious? … two and a half seconds … I’m on my way—were 

metronomically precise, rehearsed, filling the space where 

another voice should have been. 
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There was no voice on the other end. 

Aldridge returned and pulled on his coat. “I have to go. 

Situation at the Yard. Tomorrow morning, eight o’clock.” He 

produced a card with a mobile number written by hand. “My 

personal number. Don’t hesitate.” 

He left. Harkness watched his car pull away on the door 

camera, and then sat for a while in the lamplight with the gold 

fragment and the sealed envelope and the considerable 

implications of a Scotland Yard inspector who staged phone calls. 

 

* * * 

 

At eleven forty-seven, his phone received a notification 

from an application called SIGNAL-X. He had not installed it. The 

notification read: SECURE MESSAGE RECEIVED. 

He opened it. 

I need to see you. Tonight. Back entrance. Please don’t call 

the police. —D 

Harkness looked at the security camera feeds. The back 

garden was dark. The gate was locked—he had checked it twice 

since Aldridge left. He should call someone. He should, at 

minimum, not go outside. 

He went outside. 

She emerged from the shadow of the back wall—dressed in dark 

clothing, a hood pulled over her hair, moving with the soundless 

precision of someone for whom remaining unseen was a professional 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  25 

 

skill. She pressed one finger to her lips, tapped her ear, 

pointed at the house. 

Listening. 

She showed him her phone screen: Walk with me. Beyond the 

wall. 60 seconds. 

The wall was six feet of Victorian brick topped with 

weathered trellis. She climbed it the way one climbs a thing one 

has climbed before—efficiently, without drama, finding holds in 

the mortar that Harkness could see only because she had just used 

them. He followed, less gracefully, burning his hands on the top, 

and dropped into the alley beyond somewhat harder than intended. 

She caught his arm. Her grip was very strong. 

She led him down the alley, into the darkness away from the 

streetlights, and they walked for a full minute before she 

stopped, checked her phone, and spoke for the first time. 

“We have four minutes. Maybe five. Then they’ll notice I’m 

offline.” 

“Offline?” 

She pulled down her collar. At the base of her skull, in the 

exact location where Harkness had felt the implant that morning, 

a faint blue light pulsed beneath her skin. 

“GPS tracker. Biometric monitor. I’ve built a Faraday cage 

into the lining of my coat—it blocks the signal temporarily.” She 

released the collar. “His name is Han-Zo. The man you might call 

the Scorpion. He is what I would call my owner.” 

The word sat between them in the darkness. 

“No one can—” 
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“You don’t understand what he’s built. This is not a 

criminal organisation, Dr. Harkness. It is a shadow state. Older 

than any government currently in existence. More patient. More 

ruthless. It has been accumulating influence for longer than any 

institution you have ever trusted.” She watched him process this. 

“There are others like me. Two dozen, perhaps more. People who 

were taken young, trained, controlled. I have relative freedom of 

movement. Others are not so fortunate.” 

“Why are you telling me this? The risk—” 

“Because you are a good man.” Something shifted briefly in 

her expression. “And because I am tired of watching good men die 

for asking the right questions.” She reached into her pocket and 

produced a small device—a signal blocker, compact, military-grade 

by the look of it. “This will disable the backdoor in your 

security system for six hours. Every internet-connected device in 

your house has been compromised—your cameras, your router, your 

thermostat. That is how they erased the footage last night. After 

six hours they will patch the backdoor remotely and you will be 

visible again.” 

She pressed it into his hand. Her fingers were warm. Human. 

“There is something else. The post-mortem you are scheduled 

to perform tomorrow. On the body from the Thames.” 

“What about it?” 

“That is not Gaston Charron. The real Charron is alive—he 

has infiltrated Han-Zo’s organisation. If his cover is 

discovered, he will be killed. The body is a decoy: a man called 

Le Balafré, one of Han-Zo’s enforcers. Charron killed him in 
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self-defence and altered the face to prevent identification. The 

golden scorpion was planted deliberately—Charron’s way of 

signalling that he is close to something important.” 

Harkness worked through this carefully. “Does Aldridge 

know?” 

“I don’t know what Aldridge knows. That is what frightens 

me.” 

A sound reached them—a car door, two streets over. The 

woman’s head came up immediately. 

“I have to go. Six hours, Dr. Harkness. Use them.” 

She was already moving. She stopped once and turned back. 

“For what it’s worth—the headaches are real. I wasn’t lying 

about that.” 

“The implant is causing them. Neural pressure.” 

“Yes. In six months, perhaps a year, it will kill me. Unless 

it is removed.” 

Their eyes met in the alley’s darkness. 

“I’m a toxicologist,” Harkness said. “Not a neurosurgeon. 

But I know people. If you can get to me safely—” 

The smile was heartbreaking in the way that smiles are 

heartbreaking when they contain too much knowledge of why a thing 

cannot be. She touched his face—brief, deliberate—and then she 

was gone, scaling the wall at the alley’s end with practised ease 

and dropping out of sight. 

Harkness stood very still, listening to the city breathing 

around him. Then footsteps—measured, professional—from the 

direction she had gone. He pressed himself against the wall. A 
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figure passed the alley’s mouth: compact, tactical clothing, 

carrying something that might have been a phone or a scanner. The 

figure slowed. Turned its face towards the alley. 

They regarded each other across twenty metres of darkness. 

The figure turned and walked on. Unhurried. As though 

Harkness was either irrelevant, or as though being seen had been 

the point. 

Harkness waited five minutes before climbing back over his 

garden wall. 

 

* * * 

 

He worked through the rest of the night with the specific, 

contained fury of a man who has four hundred and three minutes to 

accomplish everything that matters. 

The signal blocker, once activated, produced an immediate 

change in his network data: a rootkit embedded in the router 

firmware flickered and went dormant, its regular phone-home pings 

to a server in Hong Kong suddenly silent. The rootkit was 

replicated across every connected device in the house—the 

thermostat, the security cameras, even a smart speaker he had 

bought on impulse and never used. All of it phoning home. All of 

it, now, silent. 

He photographed the evidence. Archived it. Wrote up a 

complete account of everything—the bridge in Shanghai, the sounds 

at 2:02 a.m., the forty-seven-second gap, Mlle. Sorel, the 

implant, Aldridge’s staged phone call, the Thames body—and saved 
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copies to three separate encrypted USB drives, which he labelled 

Medical Conference 2025, and distributed about the house and 

garden with a methodical paranoia that would have seemed 

excessive this time yesterday. 

At half past midnight, he opened SIGNAL-X and composed a 

message to the anonymous contact labelled D: I opened the 

envelope. Cardboard. You were right. Who are you really? What was 

the research? 

The message showed DELIVERED. Then READ. Then, for a long 

time, the indicator of someone composing. It appeared and 

disappeared five times. Finally: 

Not on this channel. Not tonight. Be careful with the 

inspector. Not everything is what it seems. 

Then: I’m sorry I lied about the headaches. 

Then: Actually, the headaches are real. 

Harkness read these three messages twice and felt something 

close to warmth—an absurd reaction under the circumstances, which 

was perhaps the point. 

He was in the garden at one-fifteen, kneeling in the 

flowerbed near the back wall, burying a waterproof container in 

the soil with a small trowel, when Mrs. Lennox appeared in the 

kitchen doorway in her dressing gown. 

“Midnight gardening, is it?” 

“Couldn’t sleep. Needed air.” 

“With a trowel.” 

She watched him come inside and observed him washing his 

hands at the kitchen sink. She crossed to him and took his dirty 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  30 

 

hands in her own—a gesture so surprising that he stood still for 

it. 

“Your mother made me promise,” she said. “Before she died. 

Made me swear I’d look after you.” She held his hands for a 

moment and released them. “If you’re in trouble—real trouble—

there are people who can help. The proper authorities.” 

“What if the proper authorities are part of the problem?” 

She looked at him for a long time without speaking. Then: 

“God help you, boy. Because no one else can.” 

She returned to her room. Harkness went back to his study. 

 

* * * 

 

At 2:47 a.m., something moved in the street. 

Through the stairwell window—just a glance, habitual now—he 

saw it: a figure beneath the broken streetlamp. Shorter than the 

cowled man, compact, wearing dark clothing and a baseball cap 

pulled low. Standing perfectly still, facing the house. 

Harkness went still. After a moment, the figure raised 

something small to their face—a phone or a scanner—and held it 

there briefly. Then lowered it. 

Then raised one hand and waved. A small, deliberate wave. At 

Harkness. Knowing precisely where he was standing, in the dark, 

watching from behind the curtain. 

Harkness backed away from the window, retrieved his phone, 

angled the camera carefully, and captured three images before the 
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figure turned and walked away—a casual stroll, unhurried, the 

walk of a person who had finished what they’d come to do. 

VERA enhanced the images. The face in each one was a digital 

smear—not motion blur but a deliberate corruption of the image 

data, the face replaced by an artifact. IR-reflective 

countermeasures, VERA observed. Available to special forces and 

intelligence services. 

Then Harkness’s monitor went dark. 

White text on black: Stop digging, Doctor. For her sake. 

A photograph loaded: Mlle. Sorel, unconscious or sedated, 

strapped to a chair, a golden scorpion device resting against her 

carotid artery with its hollow telson pointed inward. Then the 

image was gone and the desktop returned to normal. 

Harkness sat before the screen for a moment. Then he said, 

to whoever was watching: “I’m going to find you. All of you. And 

I’m going to tear your organisation apart.” 

No response. But he knew they heard him. 

He meant for them to. 

 

* * * 

 

At ten past five, in the last deep dark before dawn, he sat 

at the study window with the lights off and waited. He had been 

waiting for eleven minutes when the figure came. 

From the hedge at the garden’s edge—through the hedge, or 

perhaps through the shadow of the hedge, the distinction was 

suddenly unclear—the cowled figure emerged. Moving with its 
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particular inhuman fluency across the wet grass towards the 

window. Eight metres. Six. It stopped, facing him, and they 

regarded each other across the glass with a directness that 

Harkness found he was able to meet only because he was very tired 

and had decided some time in the last hour that fear was less 

useful than attention. 

The figure raised one hand and pointed at him. The gesture 

was not aggressive. It was a statement of fact: you are marked. 

Then it turned and walked, without haste, to the back gate—

which Harkness had checked and bolted three hours ago—and passed 

through it. 

He ran to the door, unlocked it, stepped out into the wet 

garden. The gate was still bolted, solid when he yanked on it. No 

evidence of force. No evidence of passing. 

He examined the ground. Footprints in the dew-damp grass—

large, heavy, real. They led to the gate and stopped. On the 

other side: nothing. As if the figure had simply ceased at the 

threshold. 

He stood looking at the stopped footprints for a long time. 

Then he looked up. 

A rope—thin, black, nearly invisible against the lightening 

sky—was secured to the neighbour’s chimney and extended in a 

shallow arc over the garden towards the south. Following it with 

his eye, he traced it to the church spire three streets over, 

rising above the rooftops in the early grey light. 

He went back inside. 
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* * * 

 

The phone call came at ten past seven, from King’s College 

Hospital’s forensic suite, confirming the eight o’clock 

appointment. Harkness said he would be there and hung up. 

His monitor had booted itself in the night—remotely 

activated, during the thirty-seven minutes the signal blocker had 

been dead. A message waited on the screen. 

Good choice, Doctor. Remember: natural causes. Cardiac 

arrest. Nothing more. And Doctor? We’re very pleased you got some 

sleep. You’ll need your strength for what comes next. 

Below the text, a live video feed. Mlle. Sorel in the same 

chair—awake now, the golden scorpion device still at her throat. 

She was looking directly at the camera. Her lips moved. He read 

them twice to be sure: Don’t do it. Tell the truth. 

The feed cut out. 

Harkness sat for a moment with both options before him. If 

he told the truth about the body, Mlle. Sorel would die. If he 

lied, he became complicit in the murder of five people and the 

conspiracy that had produced them. 

There was no good choice. There was only one choice he could 

live with, and one choice he could not. 

He stood, straightened his tie, and picked up his medical 

bag. 

 

* * * 
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The morning was grey and cold and typically itself—wet 

pavements, the smell of rain on exhaust, London doing what London 

does, indifferent to the weight of private catastrophe. Mrs. 

Lennox waved from the kitchen window as he came out. He waved 

back, got in the Volvo, and drove. 

He did not know, as he turned the corner and disappeared 

from the view of the house’s cameras, that the street behind him 

was full of observers. The figure on the church spire with 

binoculars. The parked car four streets away, containing one 

person. The jogger who stopped jogging the moment his car turned 

the corner. The street-cleaning vehicle that had been in the same 

spot for six hours. All watching. All coordinated. 

Nor did he know that high above, on a rooftop two streets 

from his house, the cowled figure stood alone and still, watching 

the direction he had driven. Standing at the roof’s edge. And 

then stepping off it into empty air, into an absence, into the 

particular darkness that existed wherever Han-Zo’s servants chose 

to disappear. 

The alley below was empty. London breathed around it and 

moved on. 

 

* * * 

 

In a room that existed in the architectural gap between the 

centuries—stone walls lit with LED arrays, tapestries of gold 

scorpions backlit to pulsing life, holographic displays overlaid 

on ancient silk—the figure on the throne held court. 
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Han-Zo. 

Draped in robes that might have been traditional Chinese or 

might have been something else entirely, veiled in multiple 

layers of translucent silk that turned the face into a layered 

ghostly abstraction—not hidden, precisely, but fundamentally 

unknowable. The screens behind the throne displayed real-time 

data streams: financial markets, surveillance feeds, 

communications from a dozen cities. An empire, tracked in light. 

Ranged before the throne, a dozen operatives from a dozen 

nations stood at attention with the stillness of people who had 

learned, through direct experience, to stand very still. 

Among them, to the left, seated and separate: Saskia, the 

golden scorpion device removed from her throat, her hands in her 

lap. Not afraid. Too tired for fear. 

To the right of the throne: Govind Rao. Massive, turbaned, 

expressionless, one hand resting on the handle of his kukri as 

though it were a walking stick. He had the stillness of something 

very large that is conserving its energy. 

Han-Zo’s voice emerged through the modulation system—neither 

male nor female, neither young nor old, something that occupied 

the space between categories. “The doctor has proven resilient,” 

it said in Mandarin. “More than anticipated.” 

A European man in his forties stepped forward. “Should we 

eliminate him? Before he becomes a larger problem?” 

“No.” The voice shifted to English without transition. “He 

is more valuable alive. For now.” 
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A gesture, and the screens changed. Harkness’s face 

appeared—multiple angles, multiple feeds, his house and his 

office and his car from cameras he had not found and would not 

find. Every hour of his recent life, documented. 

“Professor Doyle was clever,” Han-Zo said. “He hid his 

research in plain sight. In people. In minds. Dr. Harkness 

possesses knowledge he does not know he possesses. We shall 

extract it when the time is right. Until then, we test him. We 

refine him. We determine whether he can be useful, or whether he 

must be removed.” 

The screens’ attention shifted to Saskia. 

“You spoke to him,” Han-Zo said. “What did you tell him?” 

“Nothing he didn’t already suspect.” 

“Did you warn him about the autopsy?” 

She said nothing. Her silence was its own answer. 

Han-Zo raised one hand. Govind Rao moved—not towards Saskia 

but past her, towards a young woman near the back of the 

assembled operatives who had only now understood what was coming. 

Her voice, when she found it, was very brief. Govind Rao’s blade 

moved with the terrible economy of someone who has done this many 

times and regards it as a requirement rather than a choice. 

In the silence that followed, Han-Zo addressed the woman on 

the floor with the mild and distant regret of an executive 

terminating a contract. “You were loyal. But careless. The 

inspector had begun to notice your cover.” The attention returned 

to Saskia. “You, however, have performed admirably. The doctor 

trusts you. That makes you invaluable.” 
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“I’m so honoured,” Saskia said, in a voice that contained 

precisely the amount of feeling the situation called for. 

Han-Zo stood. The figure was tall—perhaps seven feet, 

perhaps the height was constructed rather than natural, the whole 

presentation engineered for maximum epistemological disruption—

and moved to the largest screen, touching it with one long-

fingered hand. 

“The Celestial Age approaches,” it said. “Empires rise and 

fall, but we endure. London is nearly ours. Paris is ours. New 

York is ours. Shanghai has always been ours.” The screens 

displayed a map of London—dozens of red scorpion markers at 

positions of power, infrastructure, influence. “We do not 

conquer. We infiltrate. We are patient. And when the moment 

arrives, we will not need to take anything by force, because 

everything will already be ours.” 

It turned from the screen. 

“Dr. Harkness is a minor obstacle in a great work. Remove 

him when the time is right.” The voice turned towards Saskia, and 

if it held anything, it held a kind of amusement. “You will 

continue to earn his trust. You will learn his secrets. And when 

I give the word, you will kill him yourself.” 

Saskia looked at Han-Zo for a moment. “I understand,” she 

said. 

Govind Rao released the golden scorpion device from her 

throat with a careful gentleness that might, in other 

circumstances, have been called kindness. His eyes met hers for a 
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moment—something passing there, something unspoken. Then he led 

her out. 

The remaining operatives were dismissed. Han-Zo sat alone 

before the screens, before the global empire displayed in light 

and data, and reached up to lift the edge of the veil— 

The screen went dark before we saw the face. 

Only the voice remained, speaking in Mandarin to an empty 

room: Sleep well, Doctor. Tomorrow, everything changes. 

And in the darkness, for a moment, a golden scorpion glowed 

with a cold and ancient light. 

Then that too was gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

The Scorpion’s Warning 

 

The fluorescent lights of the Metropolitan Police’s 

cybercrime unit hummed above rows of monitors that had been 

running without interruption since the previous afternoon. DS 

Priya Shah had not left the building. She had the look of a 
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person for whom this was not unusual: compact, focused, running 

on institutional coffee and the particular energy of someone who 

has found something and wants to show it to the right person 

before it changes its mind. 

Aldridge stood behind her at 11:47 p.m. and looked at the 

waveform comparison on her left-hand screen. 

“The call came in at 21:14,” Shah said. “Eleven seconds. 

Routed through a VoIP relay, bounced off three cell towers in 

rapid succession—Whitechapel, Canary Wharf, Stratford—before the 

signal terminated. The device was physically destroyed 

immediately afterward. Classic burner protocol.” 

“And the voice?” 

“Ninety-seven point four percent match to Superintendent 

Marsh’s voice recordings.” She paused, letting that number sit. 

“Which is the problem. Human speech patterns never replicate 

above ninety-three percent consistency, even when someone is 

imitating themselves. This voice was synthesized. Someone fed the 

Superintendent’s voice data into a generative model and created a 

clone that is technically more consistent than the original.” 

Aldridge straightened up. His jaw worked for a moment. “How 

much voice data would they need?” 

“Three to five minutes of clean audio. A phone call. A 

recorded briefing. A public speech.” 

“The Superintendent gave a press conference two weeks ago. 

The county lines crackdown. Twelve minutes, live on BBC London.” 

“That would do it.” 
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Aldridge looked around the room—at the analysts, the 

servers, the displays, the accumulated machinery of modern 

investigation. None of it had seen this coming. “So someone used 

publicly available audio to clone my superintendent’s voice, 

spoofed a call to pull me away from Dr. Harkness’s home at a 

specific moment, and destroyed the device immediately after. 

That’s not a prank call, Priya. That’s an operation.” 

“Sir. There’s something else. I traced the VoIP relay. The 

originating server is registered to a shell company in the Cayman 

Islands, incorporated three days before the call and dissolved 

twelve hours after. One listed director.” She turned in her chair 

to look at him. “The name is Dorian Doyle.” 

The air in the room changed. 

Aldridge stood very still for a moment. Then: “Pull 

everything you can on Professor Dorian Doyle. Cambridge. Died in 

a car accident approximately two and a half years ago. And get me 

a full background on a Dr. Keppel Harkness, GP in Grove Park. 

Every paper he’s published, every conference he’s attended, every 

prescription he’s written. Tonight.” 

“Yes, sir. And the body from the Thames?” 

“What about it?” 

“The biometric team got a hit twenty minutes ago. The body 

carried a subdermal identification chip—military grade, European 

manufacture, encrypted with a rolling cipher that took nine hours 

to brute-force. The chip is registered to the French Directorate-

General for Internal Security. DGSI.” She pulled up a file. A 

photograph appeared: a handsome man in his late forties, dark 
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hair greying at the temples, wearing a suit and an expression of 

practised charm. “The name on the file is Gaston Charron.” 

Aldridge stared at the photograph for a long moment. 

“Gaston Charron,” he said quietly. “Every detective in 

Europe knows that name. Interpol’s most decorated field 

operative. Eighteen years of undercover work across four 

continents. He brought down the Corsican arms network. He exposed 

the Prague banking scandal. He’s a legend.” Another pause. “And 

he’s supposed to be untouchable.” 

He looked at the photograph again, then at the gold scorpion 

fragment pinned to the evidence board. 

“What were you working on, Charron?” he said to himself. 

“What did you find?” 

 

* * * 

 

Dawn came to Grove Park with its usual lack of ceremony—grey 

light filtering through grey cloud, a bin lorry working its way 

down the street, the neighbourhood returning to itself after the 

night’s private anxieties. Harkness had not slept. He was dressed 

in a dark suit that Mrs. Lennox regarded, as soon as she saw it, 

with immediate suspicion. 

She said nothing at first. Just made porridge and let the 

silence do its work. 

“You’re up early,” she said eventually. 

“Couldn’t sleep.” 

“Again.” 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  42 

 

“Again.” 

“There’s a car outside. Black. Official-looking. Has been 

there ten minutes. Is there something you’d like to tell me?” 

Harkness poured tea. Considered how much to say. Mrs. Lennox 

had worked for him for seven years; before that, she had run his 

father’s household in Aberdeen. She was, in every way that 

mattered, family. He told her he had been asked to consult on a 

police case. Toxicology. Nothing to worry about. 

“You’re wearing a suit,” she said. “You don’t wear suits 

unless you’re worried.” 

He looked down at himself. She was right. He always forgot 

that about suits. 

“Mrs. Lennox—the sound you heard. The pibroch. If you hear 

it again tonight, I want you to write down the exact time and 

text me immediately. Don’t investigate. Don’t go outside. Just 

text me.” 

She set down the wooden spoon. Studied him with the 

penetrating clarity of a woman who has spent sixty years reading 

faces for a living. 

“Keppel Harkness. What have you got yourself into?” 

“I’m not sure yet. That’s what worries me.” 

She was quiet for a moment. Then: “Your father—God rest him—

had the same look before he went to that conference in Hong Kong. 

The one he wouldn’t talk about when he came back. You were 

fourteen. You remember.” 

Harkness paused mid-sip. He remembered. 
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“He saw something there that frightened him. And your father 

was not a man who frightened easily. He spent the rest of his 

life looking over his shoulder.” The kettle clicked off. She did 

not move to lift it. “Don’t become your father, Keppel. Whatever 

this is—don’t carry it alone.” 

Harkness set down his cup. He crossed the kitchen and kissed 

her on the forehead—a gesture that surprised them both. 

“Lock the doors while I’m out. The manual bolts, not just 

the smart lock. And if anyone comes to the door you don’t 

recognise—” 

“I’m a sixty-three-year-old Scottish woman with a cast-iron 

skillet and a bad temper,” she said. “I’ll be fine.” 

He almost smiled. It was the closest he had come in some 

hours. 

 

* * * 

 

The government car moved through south London in the half-

light of a wet morning, its driver professionally silent, the 

city resolving into shapes of grey and amber through rain-

streaked glass. Harkness watched it pass without engaging with 

it, his mind already at King’s College, already in the mortuary, 

already working through the possibilities. 

His SIGNAL-X application lit up. 

Where are you going? 

He stared at it. She was tracking him. Or watching. He typed 

back: How do you know I’m going anywhere? 
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Three dots appeared and disappeared twice. Then: Be careful 

at the mortuary. Look at the hands. 

He was composing a reply when the entire conversation 

vanished from the screen. The app had self-destructed the 

exchange, leaving him with a blank interface and a specific 

instruction that he would not forget. 

Ahead through the windscreen: the Thames, grey and swollen 

under a low sky. Tower Bridge in the distance. The car turned 

towards King’s College, and Harkness turned the instruction over 

in his mind, trying to understand what she had told him to find. 

 

* * * 

 

The forensic pathology suite at King’s College was the kind 

of room that reminded you how efficiently the human body could be 

reversed. White tile, stainless steel, the aggressive brightness 

of halogen lights, a chemical sweetness that never fully left the 

air. Dr. Helen Cross—fifty, direct, with the particular composure 

of someone who has spent twenty-six years seeing the inside of 

more human beings than most surgeons—was waiting when Harkness 

arrived. She had prepared the slides herself. 

Aldridge met him at the entrance. He looked like someone who 

had been awake since yesterday. 

“What I’m about to tell you is classified,” Aldridge said, 

before they entered. “Officially, the body is a John Doe. Ongoing 

investigation. That’s what the press knows and what most of my 

team knows.” He paused. “The body carried a subdermal 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  45 

 

identification chip. Military grade, rolling cipher encryption. 

The chip is registered to the DGSI—French internal security.” He 

showed Harkness the photograph on his phone. “The name on the 

file is Gaston Charron.” 

The name meant nothing to Harkness. The face gave him 

nothing. He said so. 

“Not unless you follow international law enforcement 

circles. Charron was Interpol’s most successful undercover 

operative. Solo assignments, mostly. Deep cover work that lasted 

years. The French called him Le Fantôme—The Ghost. Because he 

could become anyone. Anywhere.” Aldridge looked at the photograph 

one more time. “And now he’s dead in the Thames. Paris wants to 

know why. His last known operation was in Paris—surveillance of 

an international criminal network. He went dark six days ago. 

Standard deep-cover protocol, except he wasn’t supposed to be 

anywhere near London.” 

They went in. 

Dr. Cross pulled back the sheet. 

The man was in his late forties, well-built, dark-haired. 

There were no visible wounds. No bruising. No marks of violence. 

At first glance he looked like a man who had fallen into very 

deep, very final sleep. But something was wrong with the skin—a 

faint grey translucency, as though something essential had been 

removed from it—and the expression, preserved by cold, was not 

peaceful. This man had known it was happening. 

Cross activated the wall-mounted display. 3D imaging scans 

appeared: cross-sections of organs, tissue samples, cellular 
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photography at extreme magnification. “External examination: no 

trauma, no injection sites, no ligature marks, no defensive 

wounds. Internally, it’s another story entirely.” 

Harkness moved closer to the screen. The cellular imagery 

stopped him. 

“Every major organ shows the same pattern,” Cross said. 

“Cellular degradation at the molecular level. The cells haven’t 

been damaged by trauma or infection—they’ve been disassembled. 

The protein structures in the cardiac tissue appear to have been 

taken apart piece by piece. The mitochondria in the liver cells 

have been emptied. The neural pathways in the brain show complete 

delamination—as if every connection was individually severed.” 

Harkness’s clinical eye had already reached the same 

conclusion. “This isn’t necrosis. Necrosis is messy—inflammation, 

tissue death, immune response. This is… orderly.” 

“Exactly my finding. Whatever killed this man did so with 

extraordinary precision. It dismantled his biology like someone 

taking apart a watch. Gear by gear.” 

They moved to the microscope station. Harkness sat down and 

began working through the prepared slides with the focused quiet 

that meant he had found something worth thinking about. After 

perhaps three minutes, he adjusted the magnification and looked 

again. 

“Dr. Cross—what are these structures? In the intercellular 

matrix.” 
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She looked through the second eyepiece. “I noticed them. 

Almost crystalline. I assumed environmental contamination from 

the river.” 

“They’re not contamination. Look at the distribution—

concentrated around the damaged cells. They’re inside the cells. 

These structures are part of the mechanism that killed him.” He 

sat back. The implications arranged themselves with uncomfortable 

clarity. “It’s a catalyst. A molecular agent introduced into the 

bloodstream that systematically broke down cellular structures 

from the inside. The crystalline residue is what’s left when the 

agent completed its work. This isn’t a poison in any traditional 

sense. It’s more like a molecular machine.” 

Aldridge frowned. “A what?” 

“Nanotechnology. Theoretical, mostly. The idea that you 

could engineer structures at the molecular level to perform 

specific tasks inside a biological system—repair cellular damage, 

target cancer cells, or in this case, disassemble them. The 

technology to do this doesn’t exist. Not in any published 

research I know of. Whoever created this is working at least a 

decade ahead of the field.” 

Cross and Aldridge exchanged the look of people who had been 

hoping for a different answer. Harkness caught it. 

“What?” 

Aldridge pulled up a file on his tablet. A symbol filled the 

screen: a golden scorpion, stylised, ancient in its design but 

rendered with modern precision. “Paris sent us Charron’s case 

files early this morning. Heavily redacted, but the broad strokes 
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are clear. He was investigating an organisation. International, 

well-funded, operating across multiple continents. Charron’s 

files use one name consistently: The Scorpion.” 

Harkness stared at the symbol. The gold fragment. The 

telson. The message from five years ago on a bridge in Shanghai. 

“I need to look at his hands,” Harkness said. 

“His hands?” 

“Please. His hands.” 

Cross led them back to the table. Harkness took the dead 

man’s right hand and examined it under a magnifying lamp, turning 

it slowly, checking the fingertips with the methodical attention 

of a man who has been told to look and is going to look properly. 

The inside of the ring finger. There. 

A tiny mark. Not a cut, not a bruise—more like a tattoo 

rendered in gold leaf embedded beneath the skin. Sub-epidermal. A 

scorpion, microscopic and perfect. 

“My God,” Cross said softly, the magnifying glass at her 

eye. “I missed that completely. How did you know to look?” 

Harkness did not answer immediately. He was thinking of a 

message that had already erased itself from his phone: Be careful 

at the mortuary. Look at the hands. 

“Educated guess,” he said. “If the scorpion is their symbol, 

they’d mark their members. Somewhere hidden. Somewhere intimate. 

The ring finger is traditional in many cultures for oaths and 

bonds.” 
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Aldridge watched him carefully. The doctor was a bad liar 

but a competent deflector. He noted both qualities and filed them 

away. 

“If Charron was investigating them,” Aldridge said, “why 

would he carry their mark?” 

“Undercover. You said he could become anyone. Perhaps he 

became one of them.” 

Aldridge considered this. It tracked. A man who had lived as 

a Corsican fisherman for two years would have no difficulty 

submitting to a ritual mark. The gold tattoo on his finger would 

be nothing. 

“Dr. Harkness, I’d like to bring you on as an official 

consultant to this investigation. Paid, documented, with 

appropriate security clearance. Your expertise in toxicology and 

in whatever this molecular technology is—we need it. Will you do 

it?” 

Harkness looked at the body. At the impossibly precise 

destruction written in its cells. At the golden scorpion no 

bigger than a grain of rice, hidden on a dead man’s finger. 

“Yes,” he said. “I’ll do it.” 

 

* * * 

 

He was back at his desk by mid-afternoon, out of the suit 

and into jeans and a dark jumper, more himself. The research had 

a different quality now—it was no longer a private investigation 

conducted from behind the walls of his own anxiety; it was 
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something with official weight behind it, which helped very 

little with what he actually needed, which was information. 

He navigated the dark web with a fluency that would have 

surprised people who knew only the suburban GP with the good 

bedside manner. He found fragments: a 2019 security researcher’s 

post on recurring scorpion iconography in documented intelligence 

failures across Southeast Asia; a leaked diplomatic cable 

mentioning persistent rumours of an organisation predating 

colonial-era intelligence services; a deleted academic paper 

recovered from a web archive, authored by a Dr. Miyu Tanaka of 

the University of Tokyo, titled “The Celestial Hierarchy: 

Syncretic Criminal Organizations and the Myth of Eastern 

Supremacy.” Published 2021. Dr. Tanaka had died in 2022. Cause: 

heart failure. Age: thirty-four. 

Harkness read the last line twice. 

He fed the five deaths—Dr. Tanaka, the Zurich banker, the 

Washington intelligence officer, the Tokyo pharmaceutical 

executive, the Lagos minister—into his AI diagnostic system and 

asked for commonalities beyond cause of death. The response came 

back precise and unsettling: all five had documented connections 

to advanced biotechnology research, classified government 

programmes related to emerging weapons technology, and 

international financial networks linked to shell companies in the 

Cayman Islands, Hong Kong, and Dubai. All five had attended the 

same invitation-only conference in Geneva in 2020. The Global 

Futures Symposium. Attendance list not publicly available. 

Harkness sat back. 
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Five dead people. One conference. One organisation. 

He pulled up the symposium’s website. Sleek, minimal, the 

language of progressive ambition—thought leaders, technology, 

governance, global security. No attendee list. No published 

proceedings. A logo: an abstract design that resolved, if you 

looked at it long enough, into something curved and segmented. 

“You’re everywhere, aren’t you,” he said to the screen. 

Mrs. Lennox appeared in the doorway. She had made 

sandwiches. She also had news: a young woman had come by while he 

was out. Beautiful. Foreign. Said she was a patient of his. Said 

she’d come back this evening. 

“Dorian,” Mrs. Lennox said. “Said you’d know. I offered her 

tea. She declined. Very politely. But there was something about 

her, Keppel. She was listening to something I couldn’t hear. 

Checking the street while she talked to me.” She paused. “She was 

afraid.” 

“If she comes back, let her in. And don’t tell anyone she 

was here.” 

“Don’t tell anyone? Keppel, what—” 

“Please. Trust me on this.” 

Mrs. Lennox held his gaze for a moment. She saw something in 

his face she hadn’t seen in years: purpose. It concerned her 

deeply. “I trust you,” she said. “I don’t trust whatever’s 

happening. There’s a difference.” 

She returned to the kitchen. Harkness watched her go, and 

Pascal the cat appeared and rubbed against his ankle in what felt 

like the only uncomplicated thing to have happened all day. 
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* * * 

 

Aldridge rang at half past five. Not a performance this 

time—Harkness listened for the tell-tale absence of a second 

voice and found nothing suspicious. The Paris liaison had 

arrived. Aldridge wanted Harkness in on the briefing. Now, if 

possible. 

“She?” Harkness asked. 

“Commissaire Adjoint Camille Villeneuve. DGSI 

counterintelligence. She was Charron’s handler. And she is not 

happy.” 

Harkness was at the Yard within the hour. 

The briefing room was deep inside the building—windowless, 

soundproofed, signal-jammed, the kind of room where information 

was meant to stop. Around the table: Aldridge, Harkness, Shah, 

and Commissaire Adjoint Villeneuve, who was in her forties, 

immaculate, and carrying a controlled fury with the practised 

ease of someone who had been carrying it since she got off the 

Eurostar. She set a secured laptop on the table alongside the 

gold scorpion evidence bag and looked at each of them in turn 

before speaking. 

“Let me be clear from the outset, Inspector. I am not here 

as a courtesy. I am here because one of my officers is dead on 

your soil, and my government requires answers that your 

investigation has so far failed to provide.” 
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Aldridge received this without flinching. “The body was 

recovered thirty-six hours ago. The identification was confirmed 

this morning. I’d say we’re moving at pace.” 

“Charron went dark six days ago. No contact. No dead-drop 

signal. No emergency protocol. He simply vanished. That has never 

happened in eighteen years.” The fury beneath her composure was 

real—and beneath the fury, Harkness noted, was grief. “Your pace, 

Inspector, does not match the gravity of the situation.” 

“Then help me match it. What was Charron working on?” 

Villeneuve opened the laptop and turned it to face the room. 

On the screen: a network diagram of extraordinary scope. Nodes 

and connections spanning dozens of countries, some labelled with 

names and titles, others blank. The diagram was terrifying in its 

reach. 

“For the past two years, Gaston Charron was embedded in the 

outer network of an organisation we designate internally as 

Hydre. Your files call it The Scorpion. This is not a criminal 

gang. It is not a terrorist cell. It is something considerably 

older and more sophisticated.” She paused. “The organisation has 

roots in the nineteenth century, possibly earlier. It originated 

in East Asia but has evolved into a transnational entity. Members 

hold positions in government, industry, finance, military, and 

intelligence services across at least twenty-three countries. 

They use a combination of ancient ritual, modern encryption, and 

advanced technology that we do not fully understand.” 

“The molecular weapon,” Harkness said. “The nanotechnology.” 
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Villeneuve turned to him with an assessing look. “You’re the 

toxicologist?” 

“I examined the body this morning. The cellular damage was 

caused by an engineered molecular agent—something that dismantles 

biological structures at the cellular level with extraordinary 

precision. The science doesn’t exist publicly.” 

“It exists,” she said. “Charron’s intelligence confirms the 

organisation has a research division. Scientists—some willing, 

some coerced—working on weapons technology, biological agents, 

and energy systems that are significantly ahead of anything 

published. The funding comes from a global financial network 

hidden behind layers of shell companies and cryptocurrency.” 

Shah leaned forward. “We found the shell company used for 

the spoofed phone call. Incorporated in the Caymans three days 

before the call, dissolved twelve hours after. Director listed as 

Dorian Doyle—which matches the name of a deceased Cambridge 

professor with connections to Dr. Harkness.” 

Everyone looked at Harkness. He felt the weight of it. 

“Professor Doyle was my mentor at Cambridge,” he said. 

“Synthetic toxicology. He gave me a sealed envelope three years 

ago and asked me to hold it. He said it contained sensitive 

research. He died six months later in what was reported as a car 

accident. I never opened the envelope until last night.” 

“And?” 

“Empty. The contents had been removed and the envelope 

resealed. What I found inside was a piece of blank cardboard.” 
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Villeneuve’s composure cracked, just slightly. “Charron 

mentioned Doyle in his last briefing, three weeks ago. He said 

the organisation was searching for research that Doyle had stolen 

from their laboratories before his death. Formulae. Schematics. 

The blueprints for their molecular weapon. Charron believed the 

research was still hidden somewhere in England.” 

“It was in my desk,” Harkness said quietly. “For three 

years.” 

“And now it isn’t.” Villeneuve looked at him directly. 

“Which means either the organisation has recovered it and the 

threat is contained. Or the organisation has recovered it and is 

now developing the weapon at scale. In either case, Dr. Harkness—

you are the last person known to have possessed those documents. 

That makes you either a witness or a target. Possibly both.” 

The room was very quiet for a moment. 

“Commissaire—Charron’s final intelligence,” Aldridge said. 

“You said he was embedded in the outer network. Was he trying to 

reach the centre?” 

“Yes. The organisation is structured in concentric circles. 

The outer ring handles logistics, finance, and recruitment. The 

middle ring manages operations: enforcement, assassination, 

technology deployment. The inner circle is unknown. We have no 

intelligence on its membership, location, or methods. We don’t 

know if the inner circle is a group or a single individual.” 

Shah consulted her notes. “Charron’s files reference a 

figure he calls ‘The Scorpion.’ Capital T, capital S. As if it’s 

a title rather than a code name.” 
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“Charron believed The Scorpion is one person,” Villeneuve 

said. “A leader. Possibly the founder, or the heir to a 

foundational lineage. He used the name Han-Zo in his private 

notes, though it’s unclear whether that’s a real name or a 

designation. He never met this person. No one we know of has met 

this person. And yet…” She paused. 

“And yet?” 

“Charron wrote in his final briefing that he believed he was 

being watched. Not by the outer ring—by something closer to the 

centre. He described feeling a presence. Surveillance he couldn’t 

detect with any technology available to him.” She looked at the 

table. “He used the word ‘preternatural.’ Not a word Charron used 

lightly.” 

Harkness thought of the cowled figure in his garden. The 

infrasound. The forty-seven-second gap. Surveillance he couldn’t 

detect. 

“I’ve experienced something similar,” he said. 

All eyes on him. 

He described it carefully: the rootkit across every 

connected device, the infrasound at 18.9 hertz, the figure that 

stood in the rain and watched and then was not there. He 

described it clinically, the way he would describe a patient’s 

symptoms, because that was the only register in which he could 

make it sound like evidence rather than something else. 

When he finished, Villeneuve looked at Aldridge. “He needs 

protection. Immediately.” 
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“I need to keep working,” Harkness said. “If I go into 

protection, I lose my lab, my research tools, my AI diagnostic 

system. I’m more useful to this investigation active than 

hidden.” 

“You’re also more useful to them dead than talking.” 

Aldridge mediated. Surveillance on Harkness’s home, 

plainclothes team, cyber monitoring on his network—their people 

this time, not the organisation’s. Harkness would continue his 

work. They would support it. Villeneuve would share what Paris 

had authorised, which was everything in this room and nothing 

more. She was not, she made clear, handing national intelligence 

to a foreign police service without safeguards. 

“Understood,” Aldridge said. 

Villeneuve closed the laptop. She stood and reached into her 

briefcase, producing a clear evidence sleeve containing a folded 

piece of paper. In careful handwriting, in French and then 

translated below: 

“The Scorpion has a shadow. The shadow has a face. The face 

is in London.” 

“Charron’s last dead-drop,” she said. “The final 

communication before he went dark. Not encrypted. Written in his 

own handwriting on a piece of paper. Whatever he found, Dr. 

Harkness—it’s here. In this city.” 

She looked at each of them in turn. 

“Find it before they bury it. Along with anyone else who 

gets close.” 
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She left. The door sealed behind her with a magnetic thud. 

Aldridge, Harkness, and Shah sat in the silence of a room that 

felt considerably smaller than it had been an hour ago. 

Shah said, after a moment: “So. Ancient global conspiracy 

with nanotechnology weapons and members in twenty-three 

governments. That’s our Tuesday, then.” 

“That’s our Tuesday,” Aldridge agreed. 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness walked the Thames Embankment as the city crossed 

from afternoon to evening, the office buildings illuminating 

themselves one by one against the coming dark, the river turning 

from grey to black. He walked when he needed to think. He had 

always walked when he needed to think, and he had rarely needed 

to think more urgently than now. 

His SIGNAL-X application lit up. 

You went to the Yard. You met the French woman. You should 

know she is not telling you everything. 

Harkness stopped walking. Typed: Are YOU telling me 

everything? 

A long pause. Then: No. I’m telling you what will keep you 

alive. A second message, almost immediately: Meet me. Victoria 

Station. Main concourse. 8 p.m.. Come alone. Wear something 

unremarkable. Only the phone with this app. 

He checked his watch: 6:47. He looked out at the Thames. 

Somewhere in that water, three days ago, a dead man had floated 
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with a golden scorpion’s tail in his pocket. A man who had come 

to London to find something. A man who had failed. 

Harkness turned and walked towards Victoria. 

 

* * * 

 

Victoria Station at eight o’clock in the evening was exactly 

the kind of environment you would choose for a clandestine 

meeting: loud, bright, purposefully chaotic, thousands of people 

moving through it with sufficient urgency that two more people 

sitting on a bench near Platform 8 would be indistinguishable 

from the general flow. A cellist was playing near the Underground 

entrance. The departure boards clicked and reshuffled. The smell 

of coffee and fried food drifted from the kiosks in the 

persistent way that station smells do. 

Harkness found her on the bench, wearing a dark coat, hair 

tucked under a beanie, an untouched takeaway coffee cup in her 

hand that was being used as a prop rather than a beverage. She 

was watching the crowd with the focused vigilance of a prey 

animal at a waterhole. 

He sat beside her. Neither of them looked at the other. 

“Thank you for coming.” 

“You said the French woman isn’t telling me everything. What 

did you mean?” 

“Commissaire Villeneuve told you Charron was investigating 

the outer network. That’s true. But she didn’t tell you why he 

came to London. Or who he was coming to meet.” 
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“Who?” 

“Me.” 

Harkness turned to look at her. She continued facing 

forward, watching a family drag luggage towards Platform 3. 

“Charron made contact with me in Paris, three months ago. 

Through intermediaries. He knew I was inside the organisation. He 

knew I was not there by choice. He offered me a deal: 

intelligence in exchange for extraction. A new identity. 

Freedom.” 

“You’re an informant.” 

“I was going to be. Charron and I met twice in Paris. The 

second time, I gave him financial records, communications logs, 

the names of seventeen mid-level operatives across Europe. He was 

supposed to come to London to receive the final package: the 

locations of three Scorpion operational sites in England. 

Addresses. Security protocols. The evidence needed for a 

coordinated takedown.” 

“And then Charron arrived in London and was killed within 

forty-eight hours.” 

“Someone inside the operation leaked his identity. Someone 

close to the investigation. I don’t know who. But the fact that 

Charron died means the leak is inside law enforcement—DGSI, 

Interpol, Scotland Yard. One of them is compromised.” 

Harkness absorbed this. It explained her warnings about 

Aldridge. About trusting the system. “You think Aldridge is the 

leak?” 
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“I think anyone could be the leak. That’s the point. The 

organisation doesn’t recruit thugs, Doctor. They recruit people 

of influence. People no one would suspect. The person who 

betrayed Charron could be Villeneuve. Could be one of Aldridge’s 

analysts. Could be the pathologist who examined the body.” 

“Then why trust me?” 

For the first time, she looked at him directly. The 

expression was complex—calculation and something more vulnerable, 

in equal measure. “Because you’re not part of any institution. 

You’re a suburban doctor who studies snake venom and can’t sleep 

at night. You have no connections to intelligence services, no 

political ambitions, no leverage anyone could use. You’re the one 

person in this city I’m certain doesn’t belong to them.” 

“That’s either flattering or depressing,” Harkness said. 

Something moved in her face that was almost a smile. “A 

little of both. Charron also trusted you, by the way. Or rather, 

he trusted Doyle’s judgment about you. Doyle told Charron that if 

anything happened, you were the one person who wouldn’t open the 

envelope.” 

“He was right. I didn’t. For three years. And now it’s 

gone.” 

“The contents of the envelope are gone. But Doyle was a 

careful man. He didn’t put all his work in one place.” 

Harkness waited. 

“There are copies. Fragments. Distributed across multiple 

locations. Doyle knew they would come for the envelope 

eventually, so he split the research. Some of it was in your 
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envelope. Some was with a colleague in Geneva who died last year. 

Some was uploaded to encrypted cloud servers with rotating access 

keys. And some of it—the most critical part—is still hidden. 

Somewhere Doyle believed was completely safe. He never told 

anyone where. Not Charron. Not me.” 

“But you think I can find it.” 

“I think you’re the only person who can. You knew Doyle. You 

understand his work. You think the way he thought. If anyone can 

follow his trail, it’s you.” 

A station announcement rolled overhead. The 20:15 to 

Brighton departing from Platform 12. Normal life, flowing past 

them on all sides while they sat in the eye of something 

enormous. 

Harkness thought of something. “The body in the Thames—

they’ve identified him. As Gaston Charron. The ID chip, the DGSI 

registration. It’s a match.” 

“Is that what they told you?” She was very still now. 

“Has it occurred to you,” she said, “that the chip 

identifies the technology, not necessarily the person carrying 

it?” 

The implications hit Harkness like ice water. “You’re saying 

the body isn’t Charron.” 

“I’m saying Charron was the greatest undercover operative in 

European law enforcement. He spent his career becoming other 

people. He would have known how to make someone else become him.” 

She let that settle. “A man infiltrating the Scorpion’s inner 

circle would need insurance. If they discovered him, he’d need a 
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body that could be identified as him. A convincing death. A way 

to disappear.” 

“The chip could have been transferred. Implanted in someone 

else.” 

“The organisation called him Le Balafré. The scarred man. 

One of their best enforcers. Three weeks ago in Paris, he tried 

to kill Charron and failed.” 

If the body was Le Balafré and not Charron, then Charron was 

alive. Somewhere. Undercover. Deep inside the organisation. 

Alone. 

“Does Villeneuve know this?” 

“I don’t know. Charron was a solo operator. He didn’t always 

tell his handler the truth. It’s possible he wanted even Paris to 

believe he was dead. A dead agent is an agent no one is looking 

for.” 

“Then we need to find him. Before they do.” 

“Yes. But we also need to find Doyle’s hidden research. 

Because if the organisation gets there first—if they complete the 

weapon’s development—it won’t matter who is alive and who is 

dead. They’ll be able to kill anyone, anywhere, without a trace.” 

Harkness looked at her. Really looked. Beneath the 

intelligence and the training and the careful vigilance, he saw 

exhaustion of a very particular kind—the exhaustion of someone 

who has been fighting alone for a very long time. 

“How long have you been with them?” he asked. 

She was quiet for a moment. “Since I was eight years old.” 

He did the arithmetic. “Twenty years.” 
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“I don’t count the first two. I spent them in a locked room 

in Cairo learning languages and being taught to forget my own 

name.” 

Harkness’s expression changed. The clinical distance dropped 

away. What was left was something simpler and, he thought, more 

honest: compassion and a clean, cold anger. 

“What is your name?” 

She looked at him for a long moment while the station moved 

around them and the departure board clicked and somewhere a child 

was crying and the world went on. Then: “I’ll tell you. When this 

is over. If we’re still alive.” 

She stood, adjusted the beanie, picked up the untouched 

coffee. “I have ninety minutes before I’m expected back. When I’m 

gone—the scorpion mark on the hands. Remember it. Everyone in the 

inner circle carries one. If you need to know whether someone 

belongs to the Scorpion, look at the inside of their ring 

finger.” 

She walked away. Merged with the crowd. Became just another 

commuter heading somewhere ordinary. 

Harkness sat alone on the bench and felt the specific 

loneliness of knowing something terrible that no one else around 

him could see. He looked at his own hand. The inside of his ring 

finger. Clean. Unmarked. He closed his fist. 

 

* * * 
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He was back at his desk by eleven, working with the 

particular efficiency of someone who knows they are running out 

of time in a way they cannot precisely quantify. 

He put the facial geometry question to his AI system: a 

comparison of the Thames body’s 3D scan against Gaston Charron’s 

official DGSI photograph. The software returned 89.7% structural 

match. For identical individuals, the threshold was above 98%. An 

89.7 could mean post-mortem distortion from river immersion. Or 

it could mean two different people of similar phenotype. 

He documented the discrepancies carefully—the mandibular 

angle, the zygomatic width, the orbital depth—saved the analysis 

to his encrypted drive, and composed a message to Aldridge: he 

had concerns about the body identification, the facial geometry 

was below confidence threshold, they needed DNA confirmation 

against Charron’s known records rather than relying on the chip. 

The biology, not the technology. 

While Harkness worked, Aldridge sat alone in his glass-

walled office above the night-shift floor and dialled a number 

from memory. It rang several times before a voice answered—

groggy, French-accented, then suddenly very awake. 

“Henri. It’s Robert Aldridge. Scotland Yard.” 

“Robert? It’s midnight. What’s happened?” 

“Gaston Charron. I need to know what you know. Not the 

official version. The real one.” 

A very long pause. 

“Not on this line,” Henri Dubois said. “Give me two hours. 

I’ll use the old protocol.” 
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The line went dead. Aldridge stared at his phone for a 

moment, then at the photograph of his wife on his desk—younger, 

laughing, somewhere with sun in it—and then out the window at the 

London night. 

In his study, Harkness built a mind map on the wall—printed 

photographs connected by string and tape, old-fashioned 

methodology that was hard to hack. At the centre: the golden 

scorpion symbol. Radiating outward: the five deaths, Professor 

Doyle, the Geneva conference, the shell company, the molecular 

weapon, Saskia, Charron, and Han-Zo with a question mark beside 

the name. And Harkness himself, his own photograph pinned to the 

board, connected to multiple nodes by string that would have 

looked, to anyone else, like paranoia. 

He went back to the Global Futures Symposium. Downloaded the 

logo, stripped it of its modern design language, adjusted 

contrast and orientation. At thirty degrees of rotation and 

without the visual noise of its graphic treatment, the shape 

resolved unmistakably: a scorpion. The same scorpion as the 

golden fragment. The same scorpion on the dead man’s finger. 

The symposium was not merely connected to the Scorpion. It 

was one of the Scorpion’s faces. Hosting the very people it 

intended to control—or eliminate. 

He searched the board of directors. Most came back clean. 

But two names held. 

Dr. Chen Weiming, a Chinese biotech researcher based in 

Zurich. Published extensively on nanotechnology applications in 
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medicine. Last publication 2023. No activity since. Current 

location: unknown. 

Sir Donat Doyle. British-Irish financier. Philanthropist. 

Major donor to technology research foundations. Surname: Doyle. 

Harkness stared at that second name for a long time. He 

searched for a family connection between Sir Donat Doyle and 

Professor Dorian Doyle. He found nothing documented. Different 

backgrounds, different fields, different generations. But both 

connected to the same conference. And both connected to the 

Scorpion. 

“Geneva,” he said quietly to the room. “It always comes back 

to Geneva.” 

 

* * * 

 

His regular phone rang at half past midnight. A number he 

didn’t recognise. He answered. 

Silence. Then breathing—not heavy, not threatening. 

Measured. The breathing of someone deciding whether to speak. 

“Who is this?” Harkness asked. 

A voice. Male. Low. Accented—French, possibly, but layered 

with something else. Cultured and careful. “Dr. Harkness. You’ve 

been very busy today.” 

Harkness’s blood ran cold. He reached for a pen. 

“I’m calling to give you advice,” the voice continued. 

“Something I rarely do and which you should value accordingly. 

Stop looking into the Geneva symposium. The names you’ve found 
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tonight will lead you to places from which there is no return. 

The woman you met at Victoria Station is not what she seems. And 

the body in the Thames? It’s not who they told you it is.” 

Harkness was writing: CALLER KNOWS VICTORIA. KNOWS THE BODY. 

REAL-TIME SURVEILLANCE. 

“You’re watching me.” 

“Everyone is watching you, Doctor. The question is who means 

you well and who means you harm. I am attempting, against my 

better judgment, to fall into the first category.” 

“Then tell me your name.” 

“Names are dangerous things. But I’ll give you something 

better: a warning. There will be another death. Soon. Someone 

connected to the case. It will look natural. It won’t be. And 

when it happens, you’ll know that everything I’ve told you is 

true.” 

“Why warn me? What do you gain?” 

A pause that might have contained something like amusement. 

“Chaos. The Scorpion thrives in order. I prefer disorder. 

Goodnight, Doctor. Sleep well. While you can.” 

The line went dead. Harkness stared at his phone. Ninety-

three seconds. The number already showed as disconnected. 

He looked at the mind map. Then at the window. Mrs. Lennox’s 

surveillance van was still visible in the street—Aldridge’s 

people, or something else? He picked up his encrypted drive. 

Everything he had gathered: the analysis, the connections, the 

names. This small piece of plastic and metal was now the most 
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dangerous object in his house. He taped it beneath the desk 

drawer, next to the first one, and closed his laptop. 

His phone glowed. SIGNAL-X. Saskia. 

Someone called you just now. We intercepted the signal. 

We’re trying to trace it. If it was who I think it was—do not 

trust a word he said. And do not stop looking. Doyle’s research 

is the key to everything. Find it. 

Then: Be safe. Please. 

He read both messages twice. Then the app auto-deleted them. 

He sat for a moment in the dim light, looking at his hands. 

Steady. Researcher’s hands. Hands that had spent twenty years 

taking apart molecular structures and putting them back together. 

He opened his laptop and sent the message to Aldridge about the 

body identification, then closed it again. For real, this time. 

 

* * * 

 

The house went dark. The street returned to its nighttime 

quiet—a whisper of rain, the distant passage of a night bus, the 

surveillance van sitting motionless two houses down. 

On the roof of the building opposite Harkness’s, a figure 

crouched behind the parapet with a high-resolution camera. He had 

been there for an hour. The shutter clicked twice, capturing 

Harkness at his desk, and once more capturing the mind map on the 

wall behind him—the string and the photographs and the question 

mark beside the name Han-Zo, all of it legible through the long 

lens at this distance. 
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Govind Rao lowered the camera. He was in his forties, South 

Asian, handsome in a manner that had been trained into severity, 

his eyes set to show nothing. He regarded Harkness’s darkened 

study window with an expression that contained something he 

himself would not have named, and produced his phone, and typed a 

brief message. 

The recipient field read: FO-HI. 

The message sent. A moment later, a reply arrived. A single 

golden scorpion emoji, glowing against the darkness of the 

screen. 

Govind Rao pocketed the phone. Turned. And disappeared into 

the London night with the silence of something that had never 

been there. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Dancer of Montmartre 

 

Paris at midnight was not the Paris of postcards or of 

poetry. The cobblestones of Montmartre angled upward through the 

narrow streets like broken vertebrae, and the shuttered windows 

held their secrets behind wrought iron, and the neon that leaked 

from basement doorways mixed its colours with the cigarette smoke 

and the smell of old stone wet with recent rain. Above it all, on 

the hilltop, the Sacré-Cœur glowed white and impossible—a ghost 

church hovering over a neighbourhood that had always belonged 

more to shadows than to saints. 

Gaston Charron walked uphill with the particular grace of a 

man who had spent a lifetime learning to look unremarkable. In 

his well-cut coat and linen shirt he could have been a professor 

or a diplomat or a tourist with expensive taste and poor 

navigation. He was none of these things. But he wore the 

uncertainty of category like a second coat, and it served him. 

At the corner above Rue des Abbesses he paused and produced 

what appeared to be a cigarette case. Inside: not cigarettes. A 

micro-camera the size of a thumbnail, three listening devices no 

larger than grains of rice, and a Bluetooth earpiece moulded to 

look like a hearing aid. He fitted the earpiece, and a voice 

crackled through—female, calm, professional. 

“Fantôme, this is Control. You are three hundred metres from 

the target location. Satellite confirms the venue is active. 
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Seventeen heat signatures inside. Two at the entrance. Please 

confirm you are proceeding.” 

“Confirmed. Proceeding.” Charron kept his voice at the low, 

easy register of a man for whom nothing was urgent. “And Marie—if 

you could refrain from calling me Fantôme on open comms. It makes 

me sound like a bad comic book.” 

“Your codename was your choice, Gaston.” 

“A choice I regret nightly. Am I on the guest list?” 

“Under the name Michel Dupont. French-Canadian art dealer. 

Your legend is solid—credit history, social media footprint, 

gallery references, all backstopped. Soraya Nadir: no update 

since the brief. She appeared in Montmartre eighteen months ago 

with no verifiable history before that. Performs at Le Papillon 

Noir three nights a week. Has been photographed in the company of 

Bernardo Casal, arms broker; Mikhail Volkov, former FSB; and Chen 

Weiming, Chinese biotech researcher currently wanted by Interpol 

for technology theft. Whoever she is, she moves in dangerous 

circles.” 

“Or dangerous circles move around her,” Charron said. 

“There’s a difference.” 

He reached the corner. Below him, down a narrow flight of 

stone steps: Le Papillon Noir. A basement club, its entrance 

marked only by a small neon butterfly and a velvet rope attended 

by two men in dark suits who had the bearing of people who bench-

pressed refrigerators for recreation. Charron adjusted his coat. 

He felt the shift move through him—posture, expression, the 

particular set of the jaw—as Michel Dupont took up residence in 
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his body. A veneer of entitled boredom descended over his face 

like a mask. He walked differently. He was a different man. 

He descended the steps. 

 

* * * 

 

Smoke. Bass. Low red lighting. Le Papillon Noir was 

underground in every sense—literally beneath street level, 

culturally beneath the surface of respectable Paris. The arched 

stone ceilings dated from centuries back, when this had been a 

wine cellar. Now the barrels had been replaced by leather booths, 

a circular stage, and a long bar backed by mirrors that 

fragmented the red light into a hundred burning points. 

The clientele was a specific type: wealthy, connected, and 

accustomed to privacy. Charron counted the room as Dupont ordered 

scotch and didn’t drink it. Two dozen people. Suits and silk. 

Multiple languages—French, Russian, Mandarin, Arabic, English. 

The kind of gathering that doesn’t happen by accident. 

A low drumbeat began. The house lights dimmed further. 

Conversations fell away as if extinguished. 

Soraya Nadir appeared on the circular stage. 

Even in that dim light she was extraordinary. She wore a 

costume that blended Eastern and Western aesthetics—flowing silk 

over angular modern lines, gold thread catching what little light 

existed. Her face was partially veiled. Her eyes, dark and 

enormous, moved across the room with an intelligence that the 

dance itself seemed designed to conceal. 
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She danced. And the dance was a language. 

Charron watched with the practised eye of a man who had 

spent eighteen years reading people. The movements were 

beautiful, certainly. But they were also coded. Each gesture 

corresponded to someone in the room: a sweep of the hand towards 

the Russian, a turn of the hip towards Chen Weiming, a drop of 

the veil in the direction of Bernardo Casal—sixty, silver-haired, 

the kind of arms dealer who attended opera openings and meant it. 

She wasn’t performing. She was conducting. 

“Marie,” he murmured, barely moving his lips, “are you 

seeing this? The dance is directive. She’s signalling the room. 

Each movement targets a specific individual.” 

“Recording through your lapel cam. Can you get closer?” 

He moved to a booth nearer the stage, carrying his untouched 

scotch. As he settled, the dance reached its climax. Soraya spun, 

the silk arcing outward in a brilliant sweep, and for a fraction 

of a second her eyes locked with his. 

The contact lasted less than a second. But Charron felt it—a 

transmission of recognition. Not of him specifically; she didn’t 

know Michel Dupont. But of what he was. A watcher. A reader. 

Someone who could see the code in the dance. 

Her eyes moved on. The dance ended. Applause, polite and 

appreciative. Soraya bowed and exited through a curtained doorway 

behind the stage, guarded by a third security man—larger than the 

first two, wearing on the inside of his wrist a small gold 

bracelet in the shape of a curving, segmented tail. 

A scorpion’s tail. 
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Charron’s pulse did not change. But his mind accelerated. 

 

* * * 

 

The DGSI field office in the 12th arrondissement was listed 

on the building directory as an import/export consultancy, which 

was approximately as convincing as you would expect. Grey walls, 

grey desks, grey light. The kind of place that didn’t advertise. 

Charron stood before a whiteboard covered in photographs and 

handwritten notes connected by coloured string. It looked like 

the work of a conspiracy theorist. It was, in fact, the most 

sophisticated intelligence map in French counter-intelligence. 

Marie Leclerc sat at the desk nearby, reviewing the lapel 

camera footage. She was in her thirties, cropped hair, reading 

glasses, with the specific calm of someone whose job was to keep 

dangerous people alive. “Facial recognition results are back. 

Fourteen of the twenty-three individuals present at Le Papillon 

Noir match known profiles.” She pulled up a grid of faces. 

“Casal. Volkov. Chen Weiming. Adel Nassar, Egyptian financier, 

linked to three failed states’ sovereign wealth funds. Olga 

Dmitriyeva, former GRU, now running a private security firm in 

Cyprus. And those are only the ones we recognise. Nine faces 

produced no match in any database we have access to. Including 

Soraya Nadir herself.” 

“She’s not in any system?” 

“No facial recognition match. No fingerprint records. No 

passport, visa, or immigration file in any country we access. 
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According to every database available to French intelligence, she 

doesn’t exist.” 

“And yet she’s hosting a room full of the most dangerous 

people in European organised crime. In a basement in Montmartre. 

Three nights a week.” 

“She’s not hosting. She’s performing. There’s a difference.” 

“Is there? Marie, the dance was a communication system. Each 

gesture targeted a specific person. I’ve seen coded performances 

before—Cold War agents used ballet, street musicians, even 

comedians. But I’ve never seen anything this sophisticated. She 

wasn’t just sending messages. She was conducting the room. Like 

an orchestra.” He pointed to a freeze-frame of Soraya mid-dance, 

her hand extended towards Chen Weiming. “That gesture—the 

extended hand with the fingers spread. In classical 

Bharatanatyam, it means ‘offering.’ She was directing Chen to 

offer something. Minutes later, I observed him passing a USB 

drive to Casal under the table.” 

“You saw a USB transfer?” 

“Mirror behind the bar. Angle of incidence, angle of 

reflection. Basic physics and a well-positioned scotch glass.” 

Marie allowed herself a small smile. “So we have a coded 

dance performance directing intelligence and arms transactions. 

An invisible woman running the operation. And a roomful of 

international criminals who all come back willingly, three nights 

a week. For what? The ambience?” 

“For her. She’s the draw. She’s the connection point. 

Everyone in that room comes because she called them. And she 
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calls them because someone told her to.” Charron turned to the 

whiteboard, to the question mark at its centre, to the name 

written above it in his own hand: FO-HI? “We’ve been chasing 

fragments for three years. Disconnected murders. Unexplained 

technology. Shell companies that bloom and die like mayflies. But 

this—this is the network in action. That club is an exchange. 

Information, technology, money, weapons, all flowing through one 

woman in a basement in Montmartre. And behind her, pulling the 

strings, is someone we’ve never seen.” He tapped the question 

mark. “I need to get closer to her. Not at the club—she’s 

protected there. I need to find where she goes when the 

performance ends.” 

Marie set down her pen. “Villeneuve wants a briefing before 

you escalate. She’s concerned about operational exposure.” 

“Marie, five people are dead in twelve months. A molecular 

weapon that shouldn’t exist is being used across four continents. 

And we have, for the first time, a physical location where the 

network gathers. If I wait for Villeneuve to schedule a briefing, 

approve a proposal, and convene an interagency working group, 

that club will be gone. The dancer will be gone. And we’ll be 

back to chasing fragments.” 

She knew he was right. She also knew that being right and 

impatient simultaneously was precisely how Charron got into 

trouble. “Forty-eight hours,” she said. “I can give you forty-

eight hours before I’m obligated to report your operational 

status. After that, Villeneuve takes control.” 

“Forty-eight hours is enough.” 
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“Enough for what?” 

Charron smiled. “Enough to do something reckless.” 

 

* * * 

 

He had been sitting at the outdoor café table on Rue des 

Abbesses since noon, nursing a succession of espressos and 

watching the closed and derelict-looking entrance of Le Papillon 

Noir across the street. Three hours of nothing—then a delivery 

van, a supply run logged and photographed, and forty minutes 

after that, a woman exiting the service door. 

Dark coat, oversized sunglasses, hair under a silk 

headscarf. Moving quickly but not hurriedly. Soraya Nadir, 

stripped of costume and stage lighting, looked smaller than she 

had the previous night. More vulnerable. But the way she moved—

checking reflections in shop windows, varying her pace, crossing 

the street without pattern—was pure counter-surveillance 

technique. This was not a woman making her way home. This was a 

woman who had been taught that she was always being followed. 

Charron followed her east through Montmartre with the fluid, 

unhurried instinct of someone for whom this was as natural as 

breathing—maintaining a hundred-metre gap, using other 

pedestrians as cover, removing his coat and adding a cap to 

change his silhouette. Above, Marie had deployed a drone 

disguised as a hobbyist model; Charron tracked its feed on an 

encrypted secondary phone. 
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Soraya descended towards Place du Tertre, cut through the 

crowd around a portrait artist, then turned sharply into an alley 

that shouldn’t have led anywhere. Charron reached the alley: a 

dead end. Three stone walls. He walked to the end and looked up. 

A retracted fire escape ladder, with a fresh scuff mark on the 

wall at shoulder height. She had climbed. 

“She went up,” he murmured. “Fire escape. What’s the drone 

showing?” 

“Rooftop,” Marie said in his ear. “Moving east across the 

buildings. There’s a car waiting two blocks away—black BMW, 

tinted windows, Paris plates. Running them now.” 

He hailed a taxi and followed the drone feed. The BMW moved 

east through Pigalle, past the Gare du Nord, into the 19th 

arrondissement—the part of Paris that tourists never see, the 

part with high walls and locked gates and industrial architecture 

that the city’s face turns away from. The BMW turned into a gated 

compound. The gates opened automatically. They closed behind the 

car with the certainty of a mechanism that had been doing this 

for a long time. 

“Registered to a cultural foundation,” Marie said as Charron 

paid the taxi and walked to an observation position. “Fondation 

pour les Arts de l’Orient. Registered 1987. Board of directors: 

four names, all deceased. Current administrator: unlisted. No 

publicly filed accounts since 2019.” 

Charron stood in a doorway and looked at the building. A 

converted industrial structure—former printing works, by the 

architecture. Three storeys. Blackout windows on the upper 
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floors. Reinforced doors on the ground level. Surveillance 

cameras on every corner. A satellite dish on the roof. 

And above the main entrance, carved into the stone lintel: a 

scorpion. Not gold. Just stone. Weathered and old. This symbol 

had been here for a very long time. 

“A dead foundation running a live compound,” he said 

quietly. “I need inside.” 

“Gaston—” 

“Not tonight. Deploy the drone for a full perimeter survey. 

I want thermal imaging of the interior. And I need the original 

building blueprints. If this was a printing works, there’ll be a 

loading dock. Possibly a basement level. Service tunnels.” He 

watched a light appear briefly in a third-floor window—through a 

gap in the blackout material, then off again. Somewhere behind 

those walls, Soraya Nadir was doing whatever she did when she was 

not dancing for arms dealers and intelligence thieves. “Make it 

two hours,” he said. “The clock is ticking. I can feel it.” 

He lit a cigarette. First in six months. Watched the smoke 

curl into the Paris sky. Wondered, not for the first time, 

whether she was a spider or a fly. 

 

* * * 

 

Thirty-six hours later, in the last deep dark before dawn, 

Charron lay flat on a rooftop across from the compound in dark 

clothing. Beside him: a laptop showing the drone’s live thermal 

imaging feed, a directional microphone, a long-range camera. 
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He had spent a day and a half building a comprehensive 

picture. He recorded his surveillance log in a low voice: eight 

permanent residents on the upper floors, including the target. 

Soraya occupied the third floor, northeast corner—reinforced 

door, keycard and retinal scanner. She left the compound only for 

performances, always in the BMW, always accompanied. The ground 

floor appeared to be operations: six to eight individuals 

rotating in twelve-hour shifts, server racks producing 

significant heat signatures consistent with high-powered 

computing. The basement level was the most interesting of all: 

irregular heat patterns suggesting heavy machinery or laboratory 

equipment, and chemical markers in the ventilation exhaust that 

Marie was running through the spectrometer. 

The directional microphone had been intercepting fragments 

of audio through the compound’s walls for two days. Most of it 

was ambient noise—movement, doors, the occasional muffled voice—

but at intervals a specific voice came through from the basement 

level. Male. Mandarin. Calm and authoritative. Charron had been 

hearing it since the first night. He had come to think of it as 

the voice that mattered. 

This morning, Marie had a translator on the live feed. 

The voice said: “…the London operation is ahead of schedule. 

The doctor has the materials but does not understand their 

significance. We should recover the documents within the month. 

The weapon prototypes are progressing. Chen reports a successful 

test on biological tissue at the cellular level. Full capability 

within six months.” 
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Charron’s jaw tightened. A London operation. A doctor. 

Weapon prototypes. Cellular-level testing. 

A second voice responded—female, in French: “And the dancer? 

She is performing as instructed?” 

The first voice replied: “Soraya fulfils her function. She 

does not need to understand the larger purpose. When the 

Celestial Age begins, she will have served well.” 

The Celestial Age. He’d heard this phrase before, in 

fragments and rumours and decoded messages, always associated 

with the Scorpion. A plan. An endgame. Something vast and patient 

and very old. 

Charron stopped the recorder. Looked at the compound. 

Everything he needed to dismantle this network was behind those 

walls: communications records, financial data, the identity of 

the man speaking Mandarin, the weapon designs, the membership 

lists. Everything. 

He had twelve hours left of Marie’s window before Villeneuve 

took control and the bureaucratic machinery ground into motion, 

giving the Scorpion time to close and vanish as it had been 

closing and vanishing for decades. 

“Marie,” he said into the earpiece. “I’m going in. Tonight.” 

He could hear her alarm from two kilometres away. “Gaston, 

that is not authorised. You don’t have backup, you don’t have an 

extraction plan, and you don’t know what’s inside. If they detect 

you—” 

“They won’t. The original blueprints show a service tunnel 

from the basement to the sewer system—a drainage channel from 
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when this was a printing works. It’s been sealed on their end, 

probably, but the sewer access is three hundred metres from here. 

If the tunnel is passable, I can reach the basement without 

triggering a single camera.” 

“And if it’s not passable? Or if they’ve installed sensors?” 

“Then I improvise. It’s what I do best.” 

A long silence on the earpiece. Then: “I’m logging this as 

an unauthorised solo penetration. If anything happens, Villeneuve 

will have my head and yours.” 

“If anything happens, my head won’t be available for 

collecting. Which, come to think of it, rather neatly solves the 

problem.” 

“That’s not funny, Gaston.” 

“I know,” he said. And he did. 

 

* * * 

 

In the backstage corridor of Le Papillon Noir, while the 

club ran at full operation above her head, Soraya Nadir sat at a 

dressing table removing the performance costume. Without it, she 

looked younger. Without the stage lighting and the coded 

movements and the veiled authority, she looked tired. 

She was twenty-six. She had been doing this since she was 

eight. Eighteen years. She had stopped counting the years in 

which she had been someone else’s instrument; she counted only 

the moments in which she had been herself, and those were fewer. 
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The knock at the door made her hand move involuntarily 

towards her phone. 

“Oui?” 

The man who entered was Le Balafré—built like an industrial 

accident, a thick scar running from his left temple to his jaw, 

the wound that had given him his name. He moved with the 

deliberate economy of a trained killer. His eyes, both damaged 

and intelligent, scanned the room before settling on her. 

“The performance went well?” 

“As instructed. Chen received his directives. Casal 

confirmed the shipment. Volkov will make the transfer tomorrow.” 

“And the Canadian? The art dealer?” 

She paused. So he’d noticed Charron too. “New face. Watched 

the room more than the dance. His credentials checked out at the 

door.” 

“I ran his identity this afternoon. Michel Dupont. Gallery 

owner in Montréal. Clean record. Wealthy. But his social media 

was created eighteen months ago and his gallery’s website uses 

stock photographs for its collection. It’s a legend. A good one. 

But a legend.” 

“Police?” 

“Possibly. Or intelligence. French, probably. The DGSI has 

been circling Montmartre for months.” Le Balafré’s thin smile 

arrived and departed. “You should always be concerned. That’s 

what keeps you useful.” 
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The cruelty was casual. Soraya absorbed it without visible 

reaction. She had practised this absorption until it was 

indistinguishable from calm. 

“Han-Zo wants the London schedule accelerated. The doctor’s 

house has been penetrated. The envelope has been recovered. But 

the doctor may have made copies. You will go to London within the 

week.” 

Her hand stilled on the dressing table. “London? I’m needed 

here. The network—” 

“The network will function without you for a few days. You 

will make contact with the doctor. Assess him. Determine what he 

knows. Han-Zo’s instructions are specific: use whatever means 

necessary.” 

The implication was ugly. Her jaw tightened. “Whatever 

means.” 

“You’ve done this before. You know what’s expected.” He 

leaned close. His voice dropped to a register she recognised—the 

voice of someone reminding her of a fact she was not allowed to 

forget. “What you are, Soraya, is property. You have belonged to 

Han-Zo since you were eight years old. Everything you do, every 

breath you take, every dance you perform and every man you 

seduce, is because he allows it. Never forget that.” 

He straightened, adjusted his cuffs. On the inside of his 

ring finger, the golden scorpion mark caught the light. 

He left. The door closed. Soraya sat alone in the dressing 

room, looking at her own face in the mirror, and what she saw 

there was not the compliance she showed to Le Balafré and to Han-
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Zo and to the roomful of dangerous men who came three times a 

week to watch her perform their orders in the language of her 

body. 

What she saw was fury. 

She picked up her phone. Behind three layers of security, 

hidden beneath the visible interface, was an encrypted 

application that Le Balafré did not know about. She typed a 

message: They’re sending me to London. The doctor. The envelope. 

It’s accelerating. I need extraction now. —Z 

She deleted the app from sight, put the phone down, took a 

breath, and became again the compliant operative. She did not 

know that the message’s recipient was, at this precise moment, 

climbing through a sewer tunnel beneath her feet. 

 

* * * 

 

The smell was exactly what you would expect. The sound was 

water moving over old brick in the dark. Charron moved through 

the narrow tunnel hunched forward, wearing waders, his headlamp 

turned to its dimmest red setting—enough to see by, too dim to 

produce a glow that might leak upward through a grate. He carried 

a small tactical bag. His earpiece was in but silent; he couldn’t 

risk transmitting this close to the compound’s electronic 

perimeter. 

The brickwork changed as he went deeper—modern repair giving 

way to 19th-century construction—and then he reached the 

junction. The main sewer continued straight. To the right, a 
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smaller channel had been bricked up. But the mortar was newer 

than the surrounding stone, applied over older brickwork without 

great care. Someone had sealed this decades ago without expecting 

anyone to come looking. 

Fifteen minutes of silent work with a small pry bar. The 

bricks came away one by one. Behind them: a low passage, dry, 

angling upward at a gentle gradient. The original drainage 

channel. Exactly where the blueprints said it would be. 

Charron squeezed through. The passage opened into a disused 

machine room beneath the compound—rusted equipment, decades of 

dust, and at the far end a steel door with thin light visible at 

its edges. And through the door, the hum of electronics. 

He pressed a fibre-optic camera under the door. On its small 

screen: a corridor. Clean. White. Modern. Whatever this building 

had been, it had been rebuilt below ground. The corridor was 

empty. He checked for sensors—infrared beams, pressure plates, 

cameras—and found one camera at the corridor’s far end, pointing 

away. 

His RFID bypass tool needed three agonising seconds at the 

lock. Then the light turned green. 

Charron entered the corridor. 

 

* * * 

 

The contrast with the tunnel was absolute. Polished floors. 

LED lighting. Climate-controlled air carrying the faint 

antiseptic note of a facility that took contamination seriously. 
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This basement had been converted into something between a 

laboratory and a command centre, and it was better equipped than 

most of either. 

Charron moved silently. Room by room, photographing 

everything with the camera in his belt buckle. 

The first room was a communications hub: server racks 

humming in the cool air, multiple screens showing encrypted data 

streams. He plugged a data siphon into an exposed port—it would 

copy network traffic for twelve hours before auto-deleting—and 

photographed the hardware. 

The second room was a meeting room. An oval table. Twelve 

chairs. On the wall, a projection screen and, incongruously, an 

oil painting: a scorpion in gold against a dark background, 

rendered in a style that looked centuries old. Beneath it, on a 

shelf under a dedicated light, a golden scorpion idol 

approximately fifteen centimetres tall, gleaming. Charron 

photographed it from multiple angles. The craftsmanship was 

extraordinary. Old. Very old. This was not a decorative object. 

It was a religious artefact, the kind placed at the centre of a 

ritual and not moved. 

The third room stopped him. 

A full research laboratory. Not improvised—deliberately 

constructed, with electron microscopes, gene sequencing machines, 

chemical synthesis stations, and bio-containment chambers with 

negative air pressure. The equipment was better than most 

university departments. On a workbench, a rack of vials 

containing a crystalline substance that shimmered with an almost 
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liquid quality under the overhead light. Charron did not touch 

them. Given what he knew about the molecular weapon, touching the 

wrong thing could be the last thing he ever did. 

Beside the vials: an unlocked tablet computer displaying a 

molecular diagram. A manufactured nanostructure of extraordinary 

intricacy, annotated in Mandarin and English. The English label 

read: SCORPION MARK VII—TISSUE DISSOLUTION PROTOCOL—HUMAN TRIAL 

SUCCESSFUL. 

Human trial successful. 

Charron’s hands were steady. They had to be. But his mind 

was doing something he did not entirely control, which was 

racing. 

This was not just a research programme. They had tested this 

on people. The five deaths. The man in the Thames. Not targets. 

Experiments. 

He connected an encrypted drive to the tablet and began 

copying files. The download bar moved with the agonising slowness 

of a very large file moving through an old port. Charron watched 

the corridor through the fibre-optic camera he had left at the 

threshold. Empty. Still. 67%. 72%. 81%. 

A sound from above. Footsteps on the floor overhead. Then 

the elevator at the corridor’s end activated. 

Charron checked the download. 89%. 

He could not wait. He pulled the drive at 91%, pocketed it, 

and moved. 

He was through the machine room door and had it re-locked 

behind him before the elevator reached the basement. Through the 
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fibre-optic camera: two men stepped out. A technician in a lab 

coat. And Le Balafré. 

They walked towards the laboratory. Le Balafré stopped. 

Turned. He looked at the corridor, at the machine room door, at 

the air itself—as though he could smell the residue of another 

person’s presence. His instincts had been trained over years into 

something that operated below the threshold of conscious thought. 

“Has anyone been down here tonight?” 

“No. The shift ended at midnight.” 

Le Balafré looked at the corridor for a long moment. “Check 

the security logs. All access points. If there’s a discrepancy, I 

want to know immediately.” 

Charron did not wait to hear more. He moved through the 

machine room, through the drainage passage, back into the sewer 

tunnel. He moved fast now. Caution yielded to urgency. Le Balafré 

would find the data siphon within two hours. But by then, Charron 

would be above ground with twelve hours of network traffic and 

91% of the laboratory’s research files. 

If he could get out of Paris. 

 

* * * 

 

He emerged from a manhole cover three hundred metres from 

the compound, covered in grime and moving on pure adrenaline. He 

stripped the waders, dumped them in a skip, pulled a clean jacket 

from his bag. 
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“Marie. I’m out. I have the data. Ninety-one percent of the 

lab files and a network siphon running for another ten hours.” 

He heard the audible relief in her voice and felt a 

corresponding warmth that he did not examine. “Get to the safe 

house on Rue de Charonne. I’ll meet you there.” 

“Negative. I’m going to the Gare du Nord. I need to get this 

data out of Paris. If they find the siphon before I’m clear, 

they’ll lock down the city.” 

“Gaston, you haven’t slept in two days. You’re covered in 

sewer water. You need—” 

“I need a shower and a Eurostar ticket. In that order.” A 

pause. “I’m going to London, Marie. The intercepted 

communications mentioned a doctor. A London operation. Whatever 

they’re planning, it’s centred there. And I have a name from the 

network data—a contact inside the organisation who’s been sending 

encrypted messages to an outside party. Someone who wants out.” 

“Soraya Nadir.” 

“She sent me a message tonight. She’s being sent to London 

to investigate the doctor. She wants extraction. Marie—she’s our 

way into the inner circle. If I can turn her, if I can protect 

her long enough to get what she knows—” 

“Then we get the Scorpion.” A pause. “But Gaston—Le Balafré 

made you last night. The Dupont legend is burned. If you go to 

London as yourself—” 

“I won’t go as myself.” 

Silence. Marie knew that tone. “As who, then?” 

“As Le Balafré.” 
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What followed was the longest pause in his earpiece in 

eighteen years of field work. Then: “You cannot be serious.” 

“Le Balafré is scheduled to be in London within the week. If 

he doesn’t show up, they’ll know something is wrong. But if he 

does show up—if I show up wearing his face—I walk into their 

London operation with full access.” 

“And when the real Le Balafré discovers he has a twin?” 

“I’ll deal with Le Balafré before then. He’s already 

suspicious from the club. Eventually he’ll trace the Dupont 

identity and come looking. Better to meet him on my terms than 

his.” 

Another silence. He could hear her assembling the full 

picture of what he was proposing. When she spoke again, her voice 

had the particular quality of someone who has accepted an 

argument they wish they could refuse. 

“Gaston. You are describing a solo deep-cover penetration of 

a hostile network, using the identity of one of their own 

enforcers, in a foreign country, without backup and without 

authorisation. If this goes wrong, France cannot acknowledge 

you.” 

“I understand.” 

“Then why?” 

“Because they have a weapon that can kill anyone, anywhere, 

without a trace. Because they’re testing it on human beings. 

Because in six months they’ll have production capability. And 

because the only person inside their organisation who wants to 

stop them is a woman who’s been enslaved since she was eight 
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years old, and she asked me for help.” A pause. “Not the DGSI. 

Not Interpol. Me. I don’t get to say no to that, Marie. I’m not 

built that way.” 

Silence. Then, quietly, with the resignation of someone who 

has known this man for a long time and loves him without 

illusion: “Get to the Gare du Nord. I’ll have the Eurostar ticket 

under the diplomatic cover. And Gaston—take a shower first. You 

smell like the Middle Ages.” 

“You always take care of me, Marie.” 

“Someone has to.” 

 

* * * 

 

But first: Le Balafré. 

The enforcer had a creature of habit’s weakness. Two days of 

surveillance had given Charron his schedule: every evening after 

the club closed, he visited a café on Rue Lepic. Café des Deux 

Moulins. Sat alone. Drank brandy. Read the same paperback copy of 

Sun Tzu’s Art of War. It was the kind of predictability that 

would have got a lesser operative killed, and Charron suspected 

Le Balafré knew this and simply did not care. 

Charron entered the café twenty minutes before the 

enforcer’s usual arrival, ordered coffee at the bar, and 

positioned himself with a clear line of sight to the corner booth 

in the mirror. He waited. 

Le Balafré arrived. Brandy. Sun Tzu. The scar livid under 

the warm light of the zinc-and-mirror café. After twenty minutes 
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his phone vibrated. He checked it. His expression produced the 

specific tightening of someone receiving bad news. He stood, 

dropped euros on the table, left the book, and walked out. 

Charron followed. 

Le Balafré moved fast through Montmartre’s darker streets—

not running, fast-walking with purpose—until he turned into a 

narrow alley and stopped. He had known he was being followed. Of 

course he had. He’d been doing this as long as Charron had. 

Charron rounded the corner and found himself face to face 

with the enforcer and with a carbon-fibre knife that caught no 

light at all. 

“Michel Dupont,” Le Balafré said, in French. “Except you’re 

not from Montréal. And your name isn’t Michel.” 

Charron let the Dupont act go. It was a relief, actually. 

“No. And you already know that, or you wouldn’t be standing in a 

dark alley with a knife.” 

“DGSI? DGSE? Interpol?” 

“Does it matter?” 

“It matters to me. I like to know who I’m killing.” 

“Gaston Charron.” 

Le Balafré’s eyes widened—fractionally. Even he recognised 

the name. “Le Fantôme. I was told you were retired.” 

“I was told you were competent. At least one of us was 

misinformed.” 

Le Balafré attacked. 

What followed was brutal, close-quarters and entirely 

without elegance. Two professionals in a confined space, both of 
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them trained for exactly this. The knife cut an arc that would 

have opened Charron’s throat if it had connected. Charron moved 

into the reach rather than away from it—the only counter—caught 

the knife hand at the wrist, drove his elbow into the enforcer’s 

solar plexus, and twisted. The knife changed hands twice. Blood 

appeared on both men: Charron’s left arm, Le Balafré’s cheek, a 

new cut beside the old scar. The enforcer was stronger. Charron 

was faster. In the end, Charron had Le Balafré against the alley 

wall with the knife between them, point towards the enforcer’s 

chest, his arm trembling with the sustained effort of holding a 

larger man. 

“I know about the compound,” Charron said, breathing hard. 

“The laboratory. The molecular weapon and the human trials. I 

have the data and it’s already been transmitted. Kill me and it 

goes public within twenty-four hours.” 

“You’re lying.” 

“I’m Gaston Charron. I never lie. I occasionally exaggerate, 

but I never lie.” 

Le Balafré tested the hold. Charron tightened it. Stalemate. 

“What do you want?” 

“I want the Scorpion. Han-Zo. The inner circle. Everything 

above your pay grade. Give me a way in and I’ll make sure your 

name stays out of the prosecution files.” 

Le Balafré laughed—bitter and genuine. “You think I’m afraid 

of prosecution? The Scorpion has people in every prison in 

Europe. There is no safe place for someone who betrays Han-Zo. 
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Not jail. Not witness protection. Not death. Han-Zo reaches 

everywhere.” 

“Then help me destroy him. Not arrest him. Destroy him. Burn 

the network to the ground. If there’s no Scorpion, there’s no one 

to punish you.” 

Le Balafré looked at him. One hunter reading another. Then 

something happened in his face that was not calculation and not 

surrender. It was something older and heavier. “You can’t destroy 

Han-Zo. He is not a man. He is an idea. You can kill the body, 

but the idea survives. It has survived for two hundred years. It 

will survive you.” 

“Then I’ll settle for the body.” 

A beat. The enforcer’s body relaxed slightly—not surrender, 

but the specific loosening of a man who has made a decision he’s 

been approaching for a long time. He reached slowly into his 

pocket with his free hand and produced a small gold object: a 

scorpion, palm-sized, gleaming in the dark. 

“Take it. If you’re going to walk into the fire, you’ll need 

a pass. But understand: the moment you present this to anyone in 

the network, you become Le Balafré. You walk like me, you speak 

like me, you carry my scars. And when Han-Zo discovers the 

deception—not if, when—he will kill you in ways that the French 

language does not have words for.” 

“Why give it to me?” 

The thing that moved across Le Balafré’s face was ancient 

and tired. “Because I am done. Fourteen years of this. Fourteen 

years of blood and obedience and the golden scorpion burning on 
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my hand. You want to walk into hell, Fantôme? Be my guest. I’m 

walking out.” 

Charron took the scorpion. It was heavier than it looked. 

The gold was warm from the other man’s body. 

He stepped back. Le Balafré straightened his jacket and 

touched the new cut on his cheek, and looked at the blood on his 

fingers with an expression that Charron could not quite read. 

“One more thing,” the enforcer said. “The doctor in London. 

Harkness. He’s not what you think. Doyle didn’t just leave him 

the envelope as a hiding place. Doyle chose Harkness because of 

his father. Harkness’s father worked with Han-Zo’s organisation 

thirty years ago. Toxicology research. He was brought in as a 

consultant and then tried to leave. They let him go, but they 

never forgot.” He paused. “The son inherited the father’s debt. 

Harkness doesn’t know it. But the Scorpion has been watching him 

his entire life.” 

Charron absorbed this slowly. Harkness’s father. A thirty-

year-old connection. Wheels within wheels, turning through 

generations, the past reaching forward to claim its due from 

people who had no idea they were being claimed. 

“Where will you go?” Charron asked. 

“Somewhere small. Somewhere they won’t look.” A pause. 

“Somewhere with no scorpions.” 

He turned and walked away down the alley without looking 

back. A killer walking away from the only life he had known. Not 

a redemption. More like a retreat. 
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Charron stood for a moment looking at the golden scorpion in 

his palm. Then he closed his fist around it and went to find a 

shower. 

 

* * * 

 

The Eurostar moved through the darkness of the Channel 

Tunnel at full speed, and Gaston Charron sat by a first-class 

window with the encrypted drive in one hand and the golden 

scorpion in the other, thinking about a man he had never met 

whose father had made a bargain with something ancient and whose 

life was now, through no fault of his own, the central piece of a 

very dangerous game. 

He opened his phone. Soraya’s message was still there, 

unanswered. He replied: I’m coming. Don’t do anything until you 

hear from me. The doctor is the key—protect him. I have what we 

need to bring them down. Trust no one else. —M 

Then Marie’s message arrived: The data siphon was discovered 

ninety minutes after you left the compound. They’ve locked down 

the building. Le Balafré is missing. They’re looking for you. 

Charron read this calmly. He had expected it. The Scorpion 

would know a penetration had occurred. They would tighten 

security across every operation. But they would expect the agent 

to run. To surface at a safe house, to contact Paris, to 

disappear into the machinery of official protection. 

They would not expect the agent to walk into their London 

operation wearing Le Balafré’s face. 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  99 

 

He replied to Marie: Understood. Entering dark protocol when 

I reach London. No further contact until I surface. If you don’t 

hear from me in 48 hours, release everything—the lab data, the 

financial records, the membership files—to Interpol, MI6, and 

every major news organisation simultaneously. Bury them. 

Her reply took a long time. Then: Be careful, Gaston. 

Please. 

He thought of her at her desk. Her reading glasses. The 

particular worry she wore around him, which had been wearing 

since the third operation and would not stop until one or both of 

them were done. Everyone has someone who worries about them. Even 

ghosts. 

He typed: Thank you, Marie. For everything. 

Then he composed one last message to Soraya: I’ve found the 

Scorpion’s lair. Going in. If you don’t hear from me in 48 hours, 

get out. Run. Don’t look back. 

He sent it. Removed the SIM card. Snapped it in half. 

The tunnel gave way to the English side and the train 

emerged into darkness of a different kind—the English darkness, 

flatter and wetter, lit at intervals by strings of suburban 

light. Charron sat with the golden scorpion in his palm and felt 

the change begin. 

It was a thing he had done many times across eighteen years, 

becoming someone else—the Corsican fisherman, the Prague banker, 

the Istanbul merchant—but it was never entirely automatic, never 

without cost. The self did not disappear; it stepped aside, 

carefully, and watched. And in the space it vacated, a different 
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person took up residence. Different posture. Different jaw. 

Different weight and purpose and history. 

When the train pulled into St Pancras International and the 

passengers stood and gathered their belongings, Gaston Charron 

did not stand among them. 

The man who collected the messenger bag and moved through 

the carriage was Le Balafré: the walk slightly heavier, the jaw 

set with a brutality of purpose that Charron had observed for two 

days and now inhabited. A man of violence who regarded the world 

as a series of problems to be managed by force. A man who did not 

smile and was not expected to. 

Passport control. A diplomatic cover and a bored officer. 

The stamp. The concourse. 

London at night. Vast. Cold. Full of secrets that the city 

did not know it was keeping. 

 

* * * 

 

Across the road from St Pancras, a black SUV with tinted 

windows had been parked for forty minutes. 

Inside, Govind Rao held his phone with a photograph from the 

DGSI database pulled up alongside the live feed from a camera 

mounted on the SUV’s dashboard. He compared the face in the 

photograph to the man who had just emerged from the Eurostar 

concourse and crossed the road—the walk slightly wrong, the jaw 

set differently—and arrived at his conclusion. 
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He typed a message: Charron has arrived in London. Carrying 

bag. Alone. Proceeding to follow. 

The reply was immediate. A single sentence: Follow. Do not 

engage. Let him come to us. The spider does not chase the fly. 

Govind Rao read it. Put the car in gear. Pulled out into the 

London traffic at a careful distance, close enough to keep the 

figure in sight, far enough away that the figure would not know—

or would know and choose not to show it. 

The city swallowed them both. Hunter and hunted, moving 

through the same dark streets, neither quite sure yet which was 

which. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Blue Ray 

 

The kind of late where the silence has a texture—dense, 

pressurised, as if the house itself is holding its breath. 

Harkness had been at his desk for four hours. The mind map 

on the wall behind him had grown since the last time he had 

looked at it: new photographs, new connections, new questions 

written in handwriting that was becoming, he had to admit, 

increasingly agitated. The web was spreading across the wall like 

a living thing, and the unsettling part was not how much of it 

there was but how much of it was starting to make a terrible kind 

of sense. 

On the primary monitor: Dr. Tanaka’s archived paper on 

syncretic criminal organisations, her death at thirty-four 

annotated in the margin in his own hand. On the secondary: six 

browser tabs, each one a fragment of the Scorpion’s digital 

shadow—shell companies, dead researchers, conferences where 

people had met and then, months later, died. 

His tea had gone cold. Mrs. Lennox had left a sandwich on a 

plate beside the keyboard at some point; it was untouched. The 

surveillance van that Aldridge’s team had placed across the 

street was still there—its outline just visible in the glow of a 

distant streetlamp—and Harkness had started to find it comforting 

in the specific way that watching sentinels is comforting, which 

is not entirely. 
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He checked SIGNAL-X. Nothing from Saskia in three days. The 

silence worried him more than any message could. 

He stood, stretched, walked to the window. 

And then the house went dark. 

Not just the lights—everything. Every screen, every LED 

indicator, the router, the desk lamps, the hallway nightlight, 

the small glow of the smoke alarm on the landing ceiling. Every 

electronic device in the building died simultaneously, as though 

someone had reached into its electrical heart and stopped it. 

Harkness froze in the sudden blackness. His phone was dead 

too—not merely off but dead, the screen unresponsive to touch, 

the battery indicator simply gone. 

Then he heard it. 

Mrs. Lennox’s word for it was the pibroch—the old Scots word 

for a kind of music—but it was not music. It was the low sub-bass 

vibration that lived below the threshold of hearing, felt more 

than heard: in the chest, in the teeth, in the bowels. It rose 

from the floorboards, from the walls, from the air itself. 

Stronger than before. Much stronger. The frequency was causing 

the window glass to vibrate visibly. A framed photograph on his 

desk began to shudder. 

Harkness backed away from the window. The clinical part of 

his brain—the part that observed and catalogued even when 

everything else wanted to run—noted the frequency and noted the 

intensity and noted that this was infrasound at a level he had 

never encountered outside of a laboratory. The room felt wrong. 

Wrong in a way that was not metaphorical. 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  104 

 

Movement outside. Through the window, in the moonlight that 

was now the only light, a figure stood in the garden. The cowled 

man. The same terrible stillness. 

But this time the figure raised an arm. 

And the arm was holding something. 

A beam of blue light erupted from the device—not a 

flashlight, not anything with a name in the civilian lexicon of 

illumination. Something far more concentrated and far more wrong. 

The colour of a welder’s arc, vivid and violent, it struck the 

exterior wall of the study with an audible crack that was more 

concussion than sound. 

Harkness threw himself sideways. 

The beam melted through the wall. Not broke—melted. Brick, 

insulation, plaster, all of it liquefying in a perfect circle 

eighteen inches in diameter, the molten material glowing orange 

at the edges and cooling to black even as it fell. The beam swept 

slowly through the study like a searchlight operated by something 

that did not care what it destroyed. It found Harkness’s desk. 

His phone exploded—not shattered, exploded, as though the energy 

inside every molecule had been turned against itself. The monitor 

beside it warped, its casing bubbling. The glass of cold tea 

shattered from thermal shock. 

Harkness pressed himself to the floor against the bookshelf 

as the beam swept over his head. He could feel its heat—not 

simply warmth but a deep molecular agitation, as if the air 

itself was being unmade at a level too small to see. The books on 

the shelf above him began to smoulder. Their pages curled without 
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flame, the paper desiccating from heat that seemed to originate 

inside the fibres rather than upon their surface. 

Three seconds. The beam held for three seconds, and then it 

cut off. 

Darkness again. The pibroch faded. Harkness lay on the floor 

of his study surrounded by the smell of melted plastic, scorched 

brick, and the chemical tang of superheated silicon. Through the 

perfectly circular hole in his exterior wall, he could see the 

garden. The cowled figure was gone. 

Moonlight streamed through the hole. It looked surgical. As 

if the house had been cored by a precision tool wielded by 

something that understood, at the most fundamental level, the 

structure of matter. 

One by one, devices came back online as the smart home 

system rebooted—the router, the hallway light, the security 

cameras, all of them initialising in sequence and recording a 

garden that was now empty and a wall that was now a window. 

The emergency protocol Harkness had programmed three weeks 

ago, half-convinced he was being paranoid, fired automatically: 

his backup phone dialled 999, and simultaneously a text alert 

reached Aldridge’s mobile. Harkness sat up. Glass fell from his 

hair. He looked at the hole in his wall, at the melted desk, at 

the ruins of his phone. 

His hands were shaking badly. 

His mind, however, was already working. Already cataloguing. 

Already asking the only question that mattered. 

“What the hell,” he said quietly, to no one, “was that.” 
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* * * 

 

The street outside had become a contained emergency within 

thirty minutes. Two police cars. An ambulance. Aldridge’s 

unmarked sedan. The surveillance team that was supposed to have 

been watching the house was now being interviewed by a furious 

sergeant; they had seen nothing, their equipment had recorded 

nothing, the attack had passed through every monitoring system 

available to the Metropolitan Police as though it did not exist. 

Harkness sat on the stairs with a blanket around his 

shoulders and a paramedic checking his pupils, while Mrs. Lennox 

stood beside him holding Pascal and radiating the specific 

Scottish fury of a woman whose home has been violated and whose 

patience for official incompetence has a precisely calculable 

limit. 

“He’s fine,” she told the paramedic. “He’s in shock, but 

he’s fine. I’ve seen worse. What I want to know is why there were 

three police watchers on this street and not one of them saw a 

man with a weapon standing in my garden.” 

The paramedic opened his mouth. Mrs. Lennox did not wait for 

what came out. “Keppel. Drink this.” She handed him a mug of 

sweet tea with the authority of someone who had decided that 

order, if it could not be restored by other means, would be 

restored through the ritual of hot beverages. He drank. 
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Aldridge came down from the study. Harkness had seen many 

expressions on the inspector’s face over the past weeks, but he 

had not seen this one: genuine alarm, unguarded and unmanaged. 

“Mrs. Lennox,” he said. “Would you give us a moment?” 

“I’ll be in the kitchen,” she said, with formidable dignity, 

“making more tea. Because apparently that’s all anyone in this 

country knows how to do in a crisis.” She departed, and Pascal 

looked back over her shoulder with an expression of feline 

disapproval that seemed to sum up the situation perfectly. 

Aldridge sat beside Harkness on the stairs. “Tell me exactly 

what happened. From the beginning.” 

Harkness told him. He used the register of a clinical report 

because it was the only register in which he could make it sound 

like evidence rather than something he had dreamed. Everything 

went dark simultaneously—not a power cut, an electromagnetic 

pulse, localised and precisely calibrated. Strong enough to 

disable every unshielded electronic device in the house, not 

strong enough to permanently damage them. The devices came back 

after approximately ninety seconds. Someone had wanted him blind, 

not deaf. They had wanted the cameras off before they attacked. 

Then the infrasound—much stronger than the previous 

incident, below 20 hertz, enough to cause physical discomfort and 

disorientation. The windows had been vibrating. And then the 

cowled figure in the garden with the device. 

“A directed energy beam,” Harkness said. “Coherent. Focused. 

It melted through my exterior wall in under a second. The beam 

induced molecular disassociation—breaking atomic bonds at the 
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material surface. Not heat in the conventional sense. Something 

more fundamental.” 

Aldridge stared at him. “You’re describing this like a lab 

report.” 

“I’m a scientist, Inspector. If I don’t describe it 

precisely, it becomes a ghost story. And this isn’t a ghost 

story. Someone stood in my garden with a weapon that doesn’t 

exist and nearly killed me.” He paused. “The same technology that 

killed the man in the Thames, applied differently. The molecular 

dissolution agent and this beam operate on the same principle. 

Breaking bonds at the atomic level. One for tissue. One for 

materials. Same physics. Same maker.” 

Aldridge was quiet for a moment. “You can’t stay here 

tonight.” 

“I’m not leaving.” 

“Someone just put a hole in your house.” 

“Someone put a hole in my house to send a message. If they 

wanted me dead, the beam would have gone through my head, not my 

wall. They could see me through the window. They chose to miss. 

This wasn’t an assassination attempt. It was a warning.” 

Aldridge considered this. Harkness was right. The precision 

that melted through a specific wall while deliberately avoiding 

the person behind it required both extraordinary technology and 

extraordinary restraint. “A warning about what?” 

“About what I’ve been finding. They want me to stop digging. 

Which means I’m close to something.” 
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“Or it means they’re close to deciding you’re more trouble 

alive than dead.” 

Silence. Harkness looked at the hallway. At the house he’d 

lived in for twelve years, now scarred by something that 

shouldn’t exist. 

“Then I’d better work fast,” he said. 

 

* * * 

 

Major Ross arrived at first light with a team from DSTL and 

equipment Harkness didn’t recognise—a handheld spectrometer, a 

thermal residue scanner, a device that measured magnetic field 

distortion. He was fifty, military in his bearing, and he 

examined the circular hole in Harkness’s wall with the expression 

of a man who has been briefed on theoretical possibilities for 

two decades and is now looking at one of them in a suburban house 

in Grove Park. 

“Consistent with what we’ve seen in classified MOD testing,” 

he told Aldridge, low-voiced, studying the fused edge of the hole 

under a handheld microscope. “Directed energy. Possibly a 

particle beam, but the energy density is orders of magnitude 

beyond anything we’ve achieved. Our most advanced prototypes can 

melt a steel target at fifty metres after three seconds of 

sustained fire. This went through a brick wall in under a second 

from what appears to have been a handheld device. We’re looking 

at technology at least ten to fifteen years ahead of current 

state of the art.” 
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“Could it be stolen? A classified programme from another 

nation?” 

“Possible. The Americans, the Chinese, the Russians—all have 

directed energy programmes. But none of them have produced 

anything portable. What you’re describing, a weapon carried and 

aimed by a single person, isn’t in anyone’s inventory. Not ours. 

Not theirs.” 

He peeled a sample of fused material from the edge of the 

hole and examined it. “There’s something else. The molecular 

structure of this material has been altered at a fundamental 

level. The brick hasn’t just been heated—its atomic lattice has 

been rearranged. The silicon dioxide has been converted to 

something closer to glass, but with a crystalline structure I’ve 

never encountered. The beam didn’t just destroy the material. It 

transformed it.” 

“May I see that sample?” 

Ross looked at Aldridge. Aldridge nodded. Harkness carried 

the sample to the microscope and bent over it, and after a moment 

he straightened with an expression that made both men study him. 

“Major, the crystalline structures in this sample are 

identical to the residue I found in the tissue samples from the 

Thames body. The same micro-structures. The same atomic 

rearrangement. The beam weapon and the molecular poison operate 

on the same scientific principle. They’re not just from the same 

maker. They’re variations of the same technology.” 
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“You’re saying someone has found a way to manipulate matter 

at the atomic level—and weaponised it for both biological and 

material targets.” 

“I’m saying exactly that. And whoever it is, they’re not a 

government programme. They’re not a defence contractor. They’re 

something else entirely.” 

Ross and Aldridge exchanged a look. Then Ross turned to 

Harkness with the particular gravity of a civil servant about to 

invoke something significant. “Formally, as of now, everything 

you’ve seen tonight is classified under the Official Secrets Act. 

You discuss this with no one outside this investigation. Material 

analysis at Porton Down. Energy signature modelling at DSTL. 

We’ll know what this weapon is within seventy-two hours.” He 

looked at the hole in the wall. Through it: the dark garden, the 

empty street, the ordinary world that had become, in the space of 

a few seconds, considerably less ordinary. “In the meantime,” he 

said, “I’d suggest you board that up.” 

 

* * * 

 

Dawn arrived and Mrs. Lennox was at the AGA with a 

determination that had a quality very close to defiance. Harkness 

came downstairs in clean clothes with the night still on his face 

and Pascal jumped onto his lap before he had sat down, which he 

took as either comfort or accusation and was not sure which. 

She set a full breakfast in front of him and did not accept 

his opening objection. 
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“That was not a request. You’ve had no food since 

yesterday’s lunch, you haven’t slept, and someone tried to burn a 

hole through your house. You will eat. And then you will tell me 

what is happening. All of it, Keppel. Not the edited version. Not 

the version you think will worry me less. The truth.” 

She stood with her arms folded, and he looked at her—the 

woman who had been running this household since before he could 

remember, who had survived everything she’d been asked to survive 

with a Scottish Presbyterian refusal to be defeated by 

circumstance—and he told her the shape of it. 

Not everything. He omitted Saskia’s name, the specifics of 

the investigation, anything that would put her at risk if someone 

came asking. But he told her about the criminal organisation, the 

weapon, the conspiracy that reached into governments and 

intelligence services, the fact that he was now a consultant on a 

case that had apparently decided he was personally relevant. 

Mrs. Lennox listened without interrupting. When he finished, 

she was quiet for a long time. 

“Your father,” she said. 

The word landed differently than he expected. He looked at 

her. “What about him?” 

“This is what happened to your father. Isn’t it. The 

conference in Hong Kong. The thing he wouldn’t talk about. He 

came back different. Frightened. He used to check the post for 

things that weren’t there. He’d wake at three in the morning and 

look out the windows. He installed the first security system in 
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that house himself—before that, he’d never locked the front 

door.” She paused. “You were fourteen. You remember.” 

“You knew?” 

“I knew something had happened. I didn’t know what. He never 

told me and I never asked—it wasn’t my place. But I watched him 

carry it for twenty years, and it bent him, Keppel. It bent him 

and eventually it broke him. That’s what killed him. Not the 

heart attack. The weight of whatever he was carrying.” 

She finally sat down. The energy that had been running her 

since four in the morning went out of her all at once, and for 

the first time in Harkness’s memory she looked old. 

“And now it’s found you.” 

“I don’t think it ever lost me,” he said. “I think they’ve 

been watching this house—watching me—for a very long time. The 

break-in, the surveillance, the weapon last night. It’s all 

escalation. Something I’ve done has forced their hand.” 

“Then stop doing it.” 

“I can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because if I stop, they win. And if they win, the weapon 

they used on my wall last night gets used on people. On cities. 

On anyone who stands in their way. I’m one of very few people in 

the world who understands what this technology does. If I walk 

away, who takes my place?” 

Mrs. Lennox looked at him. Really looked—the way she had 

been looking at him for thirty-six years, since the first time he 

had come home from school having decided that the unfair thing 
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was going to be confronted rather than endured. She saw what she 

saw, and she was quiet for a moment. 

“Your father would be proud of you,” she said. “And furious. 

In roughly equal measure.” 

“That sounds about right.” 

“I’m not leaving this house,” she said. “You should know 

that now. Whatever happens, I’m not being chased out of my home 

by men in hoods with fancy torches.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of asking you to.” 

“Good. Now eat your breakfast before it goes cold. I’ll not 

have the forces of darkness ruining a perfectly good fry-up.” 

He ate. For the first time in days, with genuine appetite. 

Mrs. Lennox watched him from the stove, her face composed. Her 

hands, wiping down the counter, were trembling. 

 

* * * 

 

The street outside was now fully alive with official 

activity—a military vehicle from DSTL, technicians in coveralls 

carrying equipment through the front door, neighbours at their 

windows with phones out. Aldridge was on the pavement 

coordinating when Harkness came out. 

“The DNA results came back this morning,” Aldridge said, 

gesturing towards his car. They sat inside. Privacy. 

“The DNA doesn’t match Charron’s file. Eighty-seven percent 

similarity—close enough to be the same ethnic group, same general 
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phenotype. But not the same person. The body in the Thames is not 

Gaston Charron.” 

Harkness exhaled. 

“The subdermal chip was transferred—surgically implanted 

into the victim post-mortem. The golden scorpion mark on the ring 

finger could have been applied by anyone with the right 

equipment. The entire identification was a performance. Someone 

wanted us to believe Charron was dead.” 

“Charron himself. He staged his own death. He killed Le 

Balafré—or Le Balafré was killed in the encounter Charron 

described to someone—and then used the body as a decoy. Implanted 

his own chip. Applied the scorpion mark. Pushed the body into the 

Thames where it would be found and identified.” 

“Why?” 

“Because a dead agent is an agent no one is looking for. If 

the Scorpion believes Charron is dead, he can operate freely. If 

the DGSI believes Charron is dead, they stop monitoring his 

activities. He becomes invisible to both sides simultaneously. 

Free to work alone.” 

Aldridge looked at the windscreen. “Commissaire Villeneuve 

is going to be unhappy.” 

“Have you told her?” 

“Not yet. And I’m not sure I should. If there’s a mole in 

law enforcement—and the spoofed phone call, the compromised 

surveillance, the timing of the attacks on your home all suggest 

there is—then anyone I tell becomes a potential vector for that 
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information to reach the Scorpion. Including Villeneuve. 

Including my own people.” 

“You’re keeping this between us.” 

“Between us and DS Shah. She ran the DNA analysis herself, 

off-system, using her own credentials. No one else knows the 

results.” Aldridge looked at him. “Dr. Harkness. There’s 

something I need from you. Your source inside the organisation. I 

need you to tell me everything she’s said to you. Everything.” 

Harkness had expected this moment. He told Aldridge about 

Saskia—the consultation room visit, the garden meeting, Victoria 

Station, the revelations about Doyle’s research distributed 

across multiple hiding places. He told him about the mysterious 

phone call from the unidentified voice. He told him everything 

except the particular moment in the consultation room when her 

composure had cracked, which felt private in a way he could not 

entirely explain even to himself. 

Aldridge listened, making notes on his phone. 

“The fragments of Doyle’s research,” he said when Harkness 

finished. “Hidden across multiple locations. One piece in the 

envelope—now recovered by the Scorpion. One with a colleague in 

Geneva, deceased. A final piece, location unknown, that Doyle 

believed was completely safe. That’s the prize.” 

“If we find it first, we have the science behind their 

weapon. We can develop countermeasures. Perhaps even neutralise 

it.” 

“And if they find it first?” 
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“Full production capability. Untraceable assassination 

technology, available to anyone who bows to the Scorpion. The 

balance of global power shifts permanently and invisibly.” 

They sat in the car, in the ordinary suburban street, 

contemplating an extraordinarily unordinary future. 

“Then we find it first,” Aldridge said. “Start with Doyle. 

His life, his work, his habits. Everything he touched in the 

years before he died. If the man hid something, he hid it 

somewhere meaningful to him. You knew him. Think like him.” 

“I’ll need access to his Cambridge records. His personal 

files. His correspondence.” 

“I’ll get you a warrant. Anything else?” 

Harkness looked at the plywood already being fitted over the 

hole in his wall. “Time,” he said. “And maybe a wall that hasn’t 

been melted.” 

 

* * * 

 

He had relocated his base of operations to the practice 

laboratory by afternoon. The practice’s internet connection was 

separate from his home network, and he had installed Saskia’s 

signal blocker as a precaution. It was quieter here. Cleaner. The 

kind of space in which thinking was possible. 

He overlaid Major Ross’s preliminary material analysis data 

with his own tissue data from the Thames body. The crystalline 

residue patterns were as identical as he had suspected: same 
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technology, different delivery systems, a single underlying 

principle applied to two different kinds of matter. 

He opened his AI diagnostic system and typed a theoretical 

framework: a device generating a coherent energy beam capable of 

selectively disrupting atomic bonds in targeted material, 

converting silicon-based compounds into an amorphous crystalline 

state, generating sub-audible frequencies as a secondary effect. 

What scientific principles could produce these combined 

phenomena? 

The system processed for longer than usual. The response, 

when it came, referenced theoretical work by Dr. Chen Weiming of 

the University of Zurich, 2019 to 2022, on “quantum lattice 

manipulation.” Dr. Chen’s publications had ceased in 2023. 

Current whereabouts: unknown. 

Not unknown. Working. For them. 

Harkness retrieved all fourteen of Chen’s published papers 

and read the abstracts in chronological order. The progression 

was clear and deeply unsettling: legitimate nanotechnology 

research moving into increasingly esoteric territory, quantum-

level material manipulation, directed energy applications, 

molecular disassembly protocols. The final two papers, from 2022, 

were behind paywalls at journals Harkness had never heard of. He 

downloaded them. 

They were extraordinary. And terrifying. Chen described, in 

careful academic language, a theoretical framework for a weapon 

capable of dissolving any matter—biological or otherwise—by 

disrupting atomic bonds. He called it quantum dissolution. The 
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final paper included a molecular formula that Harkness recognised 

immediately: the same structure found in the crystalline residue 

from both the body and the wall sample. 

Chen had published the weapon’s blueprint in an academic 

journal. Hidden in plain sight, in the most unremarkable place 

imaginable: the scientific literature. 

He saved everything to his encrypted drive. Then he opened 

SIGNAL-X. 

I was attacked last night. Blue light. The weapon is real 

and they used it on my house. I need to see you. I have questions 

about Chen Weiming. And about my father. 

The message sat. Delivered. Then read. The typing indicator 

appeared and disappeared seven times. Then: I know about the 

attack. I tried to warn them not to escalate. They didn’t listen. 

I’m glad you’re alive. 

Then: Tonight. Your practice. 9 p.m.. Use the signal 

blocker. I can’t stay long. 

Then: Your father. You deserve to know. But it’s not a short 

story. 

Harkness read the messages. Saved them in his mind before 

they erased themselves. His father. The thirty-year connection. 

The weight Mrs. Lennox had watched bending and eventually 

breaking a man she had served for twenty years. He put the phone 

down and went back to Chen’s papers. He kept working. 

 

* * * 
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While Harkness worked, Shah and Aldridge sat with a closed 

door between them and the rest of the cybercrime unit, the 

conversation low and operational. 

“Dr. Harkness’s background is clean,” Shah said. “No 

criminal connections, no unusual financial activity, publications 

all legitimate, medical practice well-regarded. NHS colleagues 

describe him as brilliant but isolated. Lives alone with his 

housekeeper. No close friendships. No romantic relationships in 

the last four years.” She paused. “His father is more 

interesting. Dr. Malcolm Harkness, toxicologist, Cambridge. 

Retired 2008. Died 2018 of cardiac arrest. Standard background—

except for one anomaly. In 1994, he attended a three-week medical 

conference in Hong Kong. The British Journal of Pharmacology 

lists it as a standard academic event. But the conference’s 

funding came from a foundation called—” 

“Fondation pour les Arts de l’Orient,” Aldridge said. 

Shah looked up. “How did you know?” 

“The same foundation that owns the Scorpion compound in 

Paris. Charron’s files referenced it.” He leaned forward. “So 

Harkness’s father attended a conference funded by the Scorpion 

organisation thirty years ago.” 

“There’s more. After the Hong Kong trip, Malcolm Harkness 

received three payments from an offshore Cayman account. Total: a 

hundred and forty thousand pounds, adjusted for inflation. The 

payments stopped abruptly in 1996. No explanation.” 

“He worked for them. Briefly. Then he tried to leave.” 
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“And they let him. But I cross-referenced surveillance 

records from the NCA archive. Malcolm Harkness’s name appears in 

twelve separate surveillance logs between 1998 and 2015—not as a 

suspect. As a peripheral figure. He kept turning up in the 

background of operations targeting international organised crime. 

Never a principal. Never investigated. Just there. In the 

margins.” 

“Because they put him there. They kept him in their orbit. 

Monitored him. And when he died, they transferred that monitoring 

to his son.” 

Shah said it plainly: “Keppel Harkness has been under 

Scorpion surveillance his entire adult life. He just didn’t know 

it.” 

Aldridge stood and walked to his window. London stretched 

below in its vast, complicated morning—a city hiding a thousand 

secrets in every square mile, most of them small, most of them 

forgotten, occasionally one of them large enough to matter. 

“Harkness’s source—the woman inside the organisation—has 

been accurate on every verifiable claim. The body identification. 

The surveillance backdoor. The warning before last night’s 

attack.” He turned. “I want passive monitoring on Harkness’s 

practice. Discreet, nothing that would spook her. If she shows 

up, I want photographs. Facial recognition. Everything we can get 

without her knowing.” 

“And Harkness?” 

“Stays in play. He’s our best chance of finding Doyle’s 

hidden research, and he’s the woman’s only point of contact.” He 
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looked at Shah directly. “But in my experience, the people 

closest to the truth are often the last to see the trap closing 

around them.” 

 

* * * 

 

At nine-fourteen in the evening, the practice was closed and 

dark and the signal blocker was active and Harkness had been 

nursing a coffee in the consultation room for twenty minutes, 

trying not to check the clock. 

A knock at the back entrance. He opened it. 

Saskia entered looking different—thinner, darker circles 

under her eyes, a tension in her movements that went beyond her 

usual watchfulness. She was carrying a small messenger bag. She 

sat in the patient’s chair without being asked. The role reversal 

was not lost on either of them. 

“I have forty-five minutes,” she said. 

He told her about Chen Weiming’s papers. The quantum 

dissolution framework. The molecular formula that matched both 

the tissue samples and the wall damage. She confirmed what the 

papers had suggested: Chen was Han-Zo’s chief scientist, 

recruited five years ago with the offer of resources and subjects 

that no university could provide. 

“Subjects?” Harkness said. 

“The five deaths your inspector identified—the banker, the 

intelligence officer, the executive, the minister, the 

researcher—they weren’t assassinations. Not primarily. They were 
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field tests. Each victim was dosed with a different iteration of 

the weapon: Mark III through Mark VII. Each iteration more 

refined, more lethal, more undetectable. The victims were chosen 

because they were expendable to the organisation and because they 

provided useful test data. Different body types, different health 

profiles, different environmental conditions.” 

Harkness set down his coffee. His hand was not steady. “They 

killed five people to calibrate a weapon.” 

“They’ve killed more than five. Those are the ones your 

inspector found. There are others. In places where unexplained 

deaths don’t make the news. Where the dead disappear and no one 

looks.” 

“And the beam weapon—the blue ray—is that Chen’s work too?” 

“Same principle, different application. Chen calls them the 

Scorpion’s Sting and the Scorpion’s Tail. The sting for people. 

The tail for things. Together, they make the organisation 

untouchable. They can assassinate anyone and destroy any 

evidence, any building, any obstacle. No forensic trail. No 

defence.” 

She reached into the messenger bag and produced a small, 

sealed envelope. “Encrypted files. Chemical formulae, engineering 

schematics, test results. Partial—I couldn’t get everything 

without triggering the access logs. But it’s enough to prove the 

weapon exists and to begin developing a countermeasure. The 

encryption key is embedded in a photograph on the drive. Run it 

through a steganography decoder and you’ll find it.” 
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Harkness took the envelope. It was light. The future of 

weapons technology, in his hands, weighing almost nothing. 

“You risked your life for this,” he said. 

“I risk my life every day. This is the first time it’s been 

for something that matters.” 

Their eyes met. The consultation room felt very small and 

very quiet. 

“Tell me about my father.” 

Saskia’s expression changed. This was the conversation she 

had been dreading. 

She told him. Carefully, with the precision of someone who 

had thought about how to say this and was aware that no version 

of it was going to land without consequence. Malcolm Harkness had 

attended the 1994 Hong Kong conference in good faith. The 

conference was genuine—toxicology, pharmacology, legitimate 

science. But it was funded by the organisation, and the Scorpion 

had been doing this for decades: sponsoring academic events, 

identifying researchers of exceptional ability, and recruiting 

them with the offer of interesting work and considerable money. 

His father had accepted because the research was fascinating 

and the money was substantial and he had not known, at first, who 

was behind it. He had worked for them for two years, remotely, 

developing synthetic venom analogues—the early precursors of what 

Chen later perfected. Malcolm Harkness had laid the groundwork. 

“My father helped build the weapon that almost killed me 

last night,” Harkness said quietly. 
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“He helped build the science that was later weaponised. Your 

father was researching antidotes, not weapons. But the same 

knowledge that creates an antidote can create a poison. He 

realised this in 1996, when he discovered who his employers were. 

He tried to leave. They let him go—but they kept everything he’d 

produced. And they kept watching him.” 

“To make sure he never went public.” 

“Yes. They watched him until the day he died. And then they 

started watching you. Because Doyle told them—as insurance, when 

he stole their research—that Malcolm Harkness had a copy. It was 

a lie. But it protected Doyle for years, because the organisation 

couldn’t risk killing him without knowing where the copy was. 

When Doyle died, the bluff expired. The only lead was Malcolm 

Harkness’s son.” 

Harkness stood. Walked to the window. Looked out at the dark 

car park. Processed. 

“My entire life. They’ve been watching me my entire life. My 

career. My research. My home. All because of a lie a dead man 

told to buy himself time.” 

“And because of the truth inside the lie. Your father’s 

research was the foundation. Chen built on it and weaponised it. 

But the original principles—the understanding of how molecular 

bonds can be selectively disrupted—that was Malcolm Harkness’s 

work. You inherited his mind, Keppel. You see the same structures 

he saw. That’s why Doyle chose you to hold the envelope. And 

that’s why you’re the one person who can understand the weapon 

well enough to defeat it.” 
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Harkness turned from the window. Something had settled in 

him—not quite resolve, but something close to it. The weight of 

the inherited thing, once named, was somehow lighter than the 

shapeless dread that had preceded it. 

“The hidden research. Doyle’s final cache. You said it was 

somewhere that connected both men. My father and Doyle himself.” 

He worked through it as he said it. “Doyle inherited my father’s 

laboratory at Cambridge when my father retired. He kept his 

equipment, his notebooks, even his personal effects. Said it was 

a mark of respect. But maybe it was something else. Maybe it was 

a hiding place.” 

“Then you need to go to Cambridge,” she said. “Soon. Before 

they think of it too.” 

She checked her phone. Time running out. She mentioned the 

tracking device—the subcutaneous receiver embedded in her neck, 

fused and impossible to remove without triggering an immediate 

alert to Han-Zo. 

“What if the receiver itself was disabled?” Harkness said. 

“Not removed—disabled. A localised electromagnetic field at the 

subcutaneous level, interfering with the signal rather than 

interrupting it.” 

Something moved in her face that was close to hope and was 

careful about being seen. “Could you do that?” 

“I’d need to examine the receiver properly. An MRI would 

tell me its exact specifications. But it’s possible. If you could 

give me an hour—a real appointment.” 
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“There’s a ninety-minute window every Thursday when the 

surveillance team rotates. Govind Rao’s handover shift.” 

“Thursday, then.” 

They were standing close in the small room. He could smell 

jasmine—the same as the first night—and beneath it something 

else: the chemical signature of someone living on adrenaline for 

a very long time. 

“When you go to Cambridge,” she said, “don’t go alone.” 

She left through the back entrance. He listened to her 

footsteps fade into the dark car park, and then to the silence 

that replaced them. He looked at the sealed envelope in his 

hands. 

In the car park, in a vehicle he did not recognise, someone 

was watching him lock up and walk to the Volvo. Not Govind Rao. 

Not Aldridge’s surveillance team. Someone else entirely. 

 

* * * 

 

The Scotland Yard briefing room the next morning: Harkness, 

Aldridge, Shah, and a table covered in printouts. 

Shah had decoded Saskia’s files overnight, using the 

steganographic key embedded in the photograph exactly as 

described. “The files are genuine. The chemical formulae match 

the crystalline residue from both the body and the wall damage. 

These aren’t theoretical documents—they’re production notes. 

Manufacturing protocols. Someone has been building this weapon in 

a laboratory environment, and these are the records.” 
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“Can we trace the lab?” 

“The metadata references equipment serial numbers. Three 

devices—an electron microscope, a gene sequencer, and a chemical 

synthesis station—were purchased by a UK-registered company 

called Meridian Applied Sciences. Incorporated two years ago. 

Single director: a nominee company in Hong Kong. Registered 

address in London.” 

“Where in London?” 

“An industrial unit in Beckton. Near the Thames Barrier. 

Satellite imagery shows nothing from above—no vehicles, no 

visible activity. But thermal imaging from a police helicopter 

sweep last month shows significant heat generation from the 

interior. Consistent with laboratory equipment.” 

Harkness looked at Aldridge. “A Scorpion laboratory. In 

London.” 

Shah had also found Govind Rao—or the ghost of him. No UK 

immigration record, no National Insurance number, no visa or work 

permit. But a partial Interpol match from Indian Intelligence: a 

Govind Rao Sharma flagged in 2019 in connection with the 

assassination of a Mumbai businessman. The investigation had been 

closed after key witnesses retracted their statements. 

Shah pulled up the single available photograph: a grainy 

surveillance image from Mumbai airport. Dark eyes, sharp 

features, an expression of controlled emptiness. She ran it 

against Harkness’s home security footage from the first night—the 

compact figure standing across the street who had waved with 

deliberate precision. The software returned seventy-two percent. 
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Not definitive. But the build, the posture, the particular way 

the head tilted when recording—it was the same man. 

“So,” Aldridge said. “A potential Scorpion laboratory in 

Beckton. A confirmed enforcer operating in London. A weapon that 

can melt through walls. A dead man who isn’t dead, working 

undercover inside the organisation, without backup, somewhere in 

this city.” He looked at Harkness. “And a Cambridge laboratory 

that may contain the final piece of the weapon’s blueprint. How 

quickly can you get to Cambridge?” 

“Today. If you can arrange access to Doyle’s office.” 

Aldridge turned to Shah. “Get me a warrant. Frame it as a 

fraud investigation—less attention than a terrorism warrant. And 

coordinate with Ross’s team on the Beckton site. Drone 

surveillance on that industrial unit starting tonight. No 

approach. No contact. Just eyes.” He paused. “And Gaston Charron. 

If he’s alive and in London, he could be inside the Beckton 

facility right now. Wearing Le Balafré’s face. We do NOT raid 

that facility until we have a clear picture. If Charron is 

inside, a premature raid could get him killed.” 

“My source—Saskia. She was Charron’s contact before he went 

dark. She might know how to reach him.” 

“Then ask her. Thursday.” Aldridge stood. “Cambridge today. 

Take Shah with you—digital forensics, in case Doyle hid something 

electronic. And Dr. Harkness—think like Doyle. Think like your 

father. The answer is somewhere in the intersection of those two 

men.” 
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* * * 

 

Harkness was packing a bag for Cambridge in the early 

evening, the plywood-patched wall visible from his desk and the 

wind whispering through the gap at its edge, when his backup 

phone rang. 

Unknown number. He answered. 

The voice was the same: low, accented, cultured and careful. 

“The blue ray. You survived. I’m genuinely pleased, Doctor. Not 

everyone does.” 

“Who are you?” 

“I told you I’d give you a warning. There would be another 

death. Someone connected to the case. Has your inspector shared 

the news?” 

Harkness’s stomach dropped. “What news?” 

“Major Ross. Your counter-terrorism specialist. Found dead 

in his car this morning at Porton Down. Natural causes, they’ll 

say. Cardiac arrest. A healthy fifty-two-year-old man whose heart 

simply stopped. No marks. No trace. I told you there would be 

another death. Now you know I wasn’t lying.” 

Harkness sank into his chair. Ross. The man who had examined 

the wall damage and was going to analyse the weapon at DSTL. 

Dead. The Scorpion’s sting, eliminating anyone who got too close. 

“You knew this was going to happen,” Harkness said. 

“I know a great many things that are going to happen, 

Doctor. The Scorpion is predictable if you understand its nature. 

It eliminates threats methodically. Ross was a threat. Now he 
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isn’t. Next, they’ll target the analyst—your inspector’s 

assistant. The clever one with the hijab. Then they’ll come for 

the Frenchwoman. Then for your mysterious visitor with the 

jasmine perfume. And eventually, when they’ve cleared the board, 

they’ll come for you.” 

“Unless I stop looking.” 

“You won’t stop looking. You’re your father’s son. He 

couldn’t stop either. It’s in the blood. The obsession with 

understanding. The need to see inside things and know how they 

work. It’s what makes you valuable, Doctor. And what makes you 

dangerous.” 

“Dangerous to whom?” 

“To the Scorpion. And to yourself. I’ll call again. When the 

time is right.” 

The line went dead. Harkness stared at his phone for a 

moment, then called Aldridge. 

“Major Ross. Is he—” 

“Found an hour ago,” Aldridge said, and the word grim did 

not adequately describe his voice. “I was about to call you. Dr. 

Harkness—how did you know?” 

Harkness closed his eyes. The anonymous voice had been 

right. About everything. And whoever this person was—ally, 

manipulator, independent player in a game with no visible board—

they knew things that were happening in real time. 

He told Aldridge about the call. About the warning that Shah 

was next. 
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Silence on the line. Then: “Get to Cambridge. Now. Find 

Doyle’s research. I’ll protect my people. And Dr. Harkness—from 

this moment, trust nothing you receive through normal channels. 

Phone, email, text. Assume it’s all compromised. We communicate 

face to face or not at all.” 

Harkness finished packing. He put the encrypted drive in a 

hidden pocket and checked the security cameras one last time—all 

green, the surveillance van still in position. Mrs. Lennox was in 

the kitchen. Pascal was asleep on the sofa. 

He paused at the door and looked back at the house. The 

plywood-patched wall. The ordinary life that was no longer 

ordinary. The inherited weight of his father’s secrets, now named 

and therefore, somehow, more manageable. 

He locked the door—manual bolts—and drove north into the 

London night. 

 

* * * 

 

The Beckton industrial unit was indistinguishable from its 

neighbours in daylight and nearly invisible in the dark. A 

cluster of converted warehouses near the Thames Barrier, their 

purposes unannounced, their windows blacked or shuttered, their 

loading bays sealed. The kind of buildings that cities accumulate 

without noticing and that persist without purpose until someone 

finds a use for them. 

A police surveillance drone hovered at altitude, its thermal 

camera trained on one specific unit. On the operator’s monitor, 
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heat signatures moved through the interior in patterns consistent 

with an active facility: eight figures, perhaps ten, concentrated 

in the rear section where the heat generation was highest. 

Inside, below the drone’s resolution, a figure walked down a 

corridor. Polished floors. LED lighting. Camera in every corner. 

The same aesthetic as the Paris compound, replicated with the 

thoroughness of an organisation that valued consistency in its 

architecture of intimidation. 

The figure reached a security door and pressed the ring 

finger of his right hand to the biometric scanner. The golden 

scorpion mark pulsed briefly under the scanner’s light. The door 

unlocked. 

Inside: the oval table, the golden scorpion idol on its 

shelf, the oil painting, the ancient symbol in its dedicated 

light. A mirror image of the Paris inner sanctum, transplanted to 

London. And at the far end of the room, Govind Rao, arms folded, 

his cold eyes tracking the new arrival with the assessment of a 

man whose professional function was to spot impostors. 

“You’re late.” 

“Traffic,” Gaston Charron said, in the Eastern European 

French-English overlay he had spent forty-eight hours perfecting. 

“The English can’t build roads.” 

Govind Rao’s expression did not change. He reported: the 

Paris compound was compromised, data had been copied, the network 

was locked down across all European nodes. Han-Zo wanted 

reassurance that London was secure. Ross had been eliminated. The 
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research from Doyle’s envelope had been analysed. But fragments 

were missing—Doyle had distributed his work. 

“The Cambridge laboratory is the most likely location for 

the remaining files,” Charron said. “I can have a team there 

within twenty-four hours.” 

“The doctor is also going to Cambridge. Our surveillance 

confirms he’s leaving London tonight.” 

Harkness heading to Cambridge. So was the Scorpion. A race. 

And Charron was on the wrong side of the starting line. 

“Let the doctor lead us to it,” Charron said. “He knows 

Doyle’s mind better than we do. Let him find it. Then we take 

it.” 

Govind Rao studied him. “Han-Zo said the same thing. Almost 

word for word.” 

Agreement or suspicion. Charron could not tell. And that 

uncertainty was more dangerous than any weapon in the room. 

“One more thing,” Govind Rao said. “The dancer. Soraya. 

She’s been communicating with someone outside the network. When 

the London operation is complete, Han-Zo wants her handled.” 

Behind Le Balafré’s face, behind the scar and the practiced 

brutality and eighteen years of training that had taught him to 

show nothing, Gaston Charron felt fear. Not for himself. 

“Understood,” he said. “I’ll see to it personally.” 

“See that you do.” 

Govind Rao left. The door closed. Charron stood alone in the 

meeting room with the scorpion idol watching him from its shelf 

and the oil painting watching him from the wall and the weight of 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  135 

 

everything he was carrying—the encrypted drive with 91% of the 

Paris data, the golden scorpion token from Le Balafré’s pocket, 

and the knowledge that Saskia’s cover had been penetrated and 

that he had just agreed to kill her. 

He had to warn her. He had to reach Harkness. He had to find 

Doyle’s research before the Scorpion did. He had to do all of it 

while wearing a dead man’s face in the belly of the beast, 

without backup, without authorisation, without anyone in the 

world who knew where he was. 

He looked at the golden idol one more time. In the room’s 

particular light, it almost seemed to be watching him back. 

 

* * * 

 

The A1 north of London unrolled in Harkness’s headlamps—

motorway lights giving way to dual carriageway, the city’s glow 

fading in his mirrors. Cambridge was forty minutes away. Behind 

him, at a careful distance, a car followed—dark, anonymous, 

professional in its keeping of the gap. 

His phone lit up. SIGNAL-X. A message from Saskia. 

They know you’re going to Cambridge. Be there first. Find it 

fast. And Keppel—there is someone inside who is trying to help. 

You may not recognise him. He will have a scar. 

Harkness read it at a red light. A scar. Le Balafré. But Le 

Balafré was dead—the body in the Thames. Unless the body wasn’t 

Le Balafré either. Unless nothing was what it seemed. Unless the 
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only truth left in this city was the kind you could hold in your 

hands. 

The light turned green. He drove. 

Behind him, the plywood patch on his study wall let through 

a thread of cold London air. Ahead: Cambridge, and his father’s 

laboratory, and the secrets of two dead men waiting in the dark 

to be found. 

And somewhere in the same night, wearing another man’s 

scars, Gaston Charron was also moving towards them. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Lantern House 

 

The rain didn’t fall in Limehouse so much as inhabit it—a 

fine, persistent mist that turned every streetlamp into a halo 

and turned every surface into a mirror. This was east London at 

its most honest: Victorian warehouses with modern interiors, a 

railway arch holding its bones together above a narrow street, 

the river nearby and the smell of the river everywhere. 

Beneath the arch, a shopfront. Neon signs in Mandarin and 

English, fogged windows, the glow of screens visible through the 

glass. JADE DRAGON INTERNET CAFÉ – 24 HOURS. Below it, smaller: 

PREMIUM GAMING – PRIVATE ROOMS – REFRESHMENTS. 

It did not look like the nexus of an international criminal 

network. It looked exactly like what it pretended to be: a 

slightly shabby internet café catering to night owls, gamers, and 

the occasional lost tourist. This was, of course, the point. 

A figure approached from the east. Long dark coat, collar 

turned up against the rain. The walk was heavy and purposeful—a 
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man who expected doors to open when he reached them. A scar ran 

from left temple to jaw, livid under the neon light. 

Le Balafré. 

Or rather: Gaston Charron, wearing prosthetics so 

meticulously applied that his own mother would not have 

recognised him. The scar tissue was synthetic silicone layered 

with pigment, the cheekbones and jaw subtly reshaped beneath the 

skin. Beneath his collar, a body camera the size of a coat button 

recorded everything in ultra-high definition, streaming to an 

encrypted cloud server via a dedicated SIM hidden in his belt. 

He reached the door. Paused. Checked his reflection in the 

glass. Le Balafré stared back. A dead man’s face on a living 

man’s body. 

He pushed open the door. 

 

* * * 

 

The ground floor was unremarkable: rows of computer 

terminals occupied by young men in the blue light of gaming 

screens, energy drink cans, the clatter of keyboards. A counter 

at the back staffed by a young Chinese woman who barely glanced 

up. 

Charron walked past the terminals to a door marked PRIVATE – 

STAFF ONLY. Beside it: a card reader and a small camera lens 

recessed into the wall. He produced the golden scorpion from his 

coat pocket and held it up to the lens. 
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A beat. The camera studied the scorpion. Studied his face. 

Somewhere behind the wall, facial recognition software compared 

what it saw against a database of the Scorpion’s authenticated 

members. 

Charron’s heart rate was sixty-two. Resting. Eighteen years 

of training. 

Click. The door unlocked. 

Behind it: a narrow staircase descending into the earth. The 

aesthetic changed immediately—cheap plaster giving way to smooth 

concrete, bare bulbs giving way to recessed LED strips. The air 

changed too: climate-controlled, filtered, carrying the faint 

chemical note of a space designed to protect something sensitive. 

At the bottom of the stairs, a reinforced steel door and 

another camera. And standing beside it: Ah-Yen-Lo. 

He was in his fifties, Chinese, thin as wire, with the 

specific stillness of someone who had learned patience through 

decades of violent work. His dark suit was immaculate. On his 

left wrist: a gold scorpion bracelet. His eyes gave nothing away. 

“Le Balafré. We expected you two days ago.” 

“Paris required my attention. The security breach.” 

“Yes. The breach. Unfortunate. Govind Rao tells me you were 

present when it was discovered.” 

“I was. The intruder used the old drainage tunnel. A failure 

in perimeter security that I flagged six months ago. No one 

listened. Perhaps they’ll listen now.” 

Ah-Yen-Lo studied him with the patient intensity of a man 

whose survival depended on detecting lies. Then: “Your scorpion.” 
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Charron held out the token. Ah-Yen-Lo took it, examined it 

under a small UV light. The scorpion fluoresced faintly—an 

authentication feature confirming it was genuine, not a copy. He 

returned it. 

“And now the face.” 

He gestured to a panel beside the door: a facial recognition 

scanner. Not the camera from upstairs. This one used structured 

light to map the face in three dimensions, comparing bone 

structure rather than surface features. It measured depth. 

Contour. The geometry beneath the skin. 

Charron stepped forward. The scanner emitted a grid of 

infrared dots across his face. The prosthetic scar tissue was 

invisible to the naked eye, but structured light operated 

differently from a camera. It mapped what lay beneath the surface 

as much as upon it. 

The real Le Balafré’s facial geometry had been entered into 

this system months ago. Charron’s own bone structure was close—

similar ethnicity, similar build—but not identical. The 

prosthetics added the scar and altered the surface contours, but 

the underlying skeleton was Gaston Charron’s. 

The system knew its tolerance. Anything above 92% passed. 

Below that: alarm. 

The screen flickered. 

92.1%. 

The door unlocked. 

Charron did not exhale. That would have been telling. He 

simply walked through. 
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“The gathering is in the lower chamber,” Ah-Yen-Lo said 

behind him. “Han-Zo will observe remotely. You know the 

protocols.” 

“I know the protocols.” 

He descended a final flight of stairs. And what he saw 

stopped him, just for a heartbeat, in his tracks. 

 

* * * 

 

The space was vast. Far larger than the building above could 

possibly have contained: the tunnels extended beneath adjacent 

buildings and the railway arch, creating a subterranean complex 

that had been excavated and reinforced over what must have been 

decades. The ceiling was arched Victorian brick—the original 

sewer infrastructure—but everything below shoulder height was 

modern: polished concrete, recessed lighting, soundproofing 

panels. 

The main chamber was configured like a meeting hall. An oval 

table large enough for twenty dominated the centre. Above it, a 

ring of cameras recording from every angle. Along the walls, 

screens showing encrypted data streams, financial tickers, news 

feeds from a dozen countries. The effect was part boardroom, part 

war room, part temple. 

At the far end of the chamber, elevated on a low dais, a 

carved wooden screen stood ornate and ancient, depicting scenes 

that mixed Chinese mythology with geometric patterns that might 

have been mathematical equations. Behind the screen: darkness. 
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And from the darkness, the low hum of electronics. Something was 

behind that screen. Watching. 

Charron took this in with the calibrated glance of Le 

Balafré—a man who had been here before and was unimpressed. But 

behind the mask, Gaston Charron was electrified. This was it. The 

inner sanctum. The place he had been hunting for three years. 

The Scorpion’s operational elite were already seated at the 

table. Miguel—Brazilian, compact and brutal, coiled with the 

energy of a fighter waiting for a bell. Olga Dmitriyeva reviewing 

documents with the focused calm of an accountant examining 

returns that must come out right. A tall, angular northern 

European man introduced as Svensson, the organisation’s 

technology director. And Govind Rao, standing apart, arms folded, 

watching the arrivals with the particular attention of a man 

whose function was to find the one who didn’t belong. 

Charron took a seat. Nodded to Miguel, who returned the 

gesture with a thin smile. They had history—professional respect 

between predators. 

Ah-Yen-Lo entered behind Charron and took his position 

beside the carved screen. He produced a small golden bell and 

struck it once. The sound was pure and sharp. 

“The assembly will come to order. Han-Zo observes.” 

Every person at the table straightened. The change was 

immediate and visceral. These were some of the most dangerous 

people on the planet, and they were afraid. Not of each other. Of 

whatever sat behind that screen. 
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A voice emerged from the darkness. Not through speakers—or 

if so, through speakers so perfectly integrated that the sound 

seemed to originate from everywhere and nowhere. Low, modulated, 

carrying an accent that shifted fluidly between Mandarin cadences 

and something older and more measured. The voice of authority so 

absolute it had no need to raise itself. 

“The Scorpion thanks you for your service. The world turns. 

The Celestial Age approaches. We gather tonight to address three 

matters: the security breach in Paris, the London operation, and 

the acceleration of the weapon’s deployment schedule.” 

Charron’s body camera captured everything. The faces. The 

voices. The golden scorpion idol that sat at the table’s centre 

like a religious relic. This footage alone would dismantle the 

organisation’s middle tier. But Charron needed more. He needed 

the inner circle. He needed Han-Zo. 

Svensson reported the Paris breach with the clipped 

precision of an engineer presenting failure metrics: the drainage 

tunnel, the RFID bypass, eleven minutes inside the facility, 

ninety minutes of network traffic captured. The stolen files: 91% 

of chemical formulae, production protocols, and test results for 

Marks Three through Seven. 

Silence. The room absorbed the weight of it. 

“Le Balafré. You were responsible for Paris security. 

Explain.” 

Every eye turned to Charron. This was the tightrope’s 

narrowest point. 
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He delivered his account with controlled fury—Le Balafré’s 

specific anger, the anger of a professional whose recommendations 

had been ignored. The drainage tunnel had been flagged six months 

ago. He had recommended it be permanently sealed. The 

recommendation had been rejected on cost grounds. The site 

administrator had been dealt with. 

“Dealt with how?” 

“He will not be making further administrative decisions.” 

A beat. The implication was clear. Charron had just claimed 

a killing he had not committed. But Le Balafré would have done 

exactly this. The character demanded it. 

Svensson’s forensic analysis of the tunnel had recovered DNA 

traces: ninety-four percent match to a DGSI officer, Gaston 

Charron, codename Le Fantôme. 

Charron did not flinch. Le Balafré would receive this 

information with professional concern, not personal terror. He 

confirmed the encounter with the Canadian art dealer—the Dupont 

identity—and his assessment that the man was an intelligence 

operative. He had identified the legend within twenty-four hours. 

The compound breach had occurred before he could intercept him. 

“Where is Charron now?” 

“Last confirmed sighting: Gare du Nord, boarding a Eurostar 

to London. We believe he’s in the city. Operating alone. The DGSI 

has been unable to contact him—he’s gone dark, consistent with 

his operational profile.” 

“Find him. The stolen data must be recovered or its value 

neutralised. If Charron has transmitted the files to the DGSI, we 
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activate Protocol Seventeen across all European operations. If he 

has not yet transmitted, we recover the data and eliminate him. 

Le Balafré, this is your responsibility.” 

“Understood.” 

Charron had just been ordered to find and kill himself. The 

absurdity would have been funny if the consequences weren’t 

lethal. 

Govind Rao reported on the London operation: Harkness had 

been warned with the directed energy demonstration, had not 

withdrawn from the investigation, and had instead intensified it. 

He had travelled to Cambridge the previous day with a Scotland 

Yard analyst and spent four hours in Doyle’s former laboratory. 

Their surveillance had been unable to penetrate the university’s 

security during his visit. What had been recovered was unknown. 

Charron filed this. Four hours was a long time. 

“The remaining fragments of Doyle’s research must be found,” 

Han-Zo said. “The weapon’s deployment cannot proceed without the 

stabilisation formula that Doyle extracted from our records. Chen 

has reached the limit of what he can reproduce from memory. We 

need the original.” 

“There is a further complication. Soraya.” 

The name fell into the room like a stone into still water. 

Ripples. 

Govind Rao explained: she had been communicating with an 

external party through an encrypted application concealed within 

her personal phone. The signal had been intercepted but the 

encryption had not been broken. The frequency and timing 
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suggested she had been providing intelligence to someone outside 

the network for at least two months. 

A shift in Han-Zo’s voice—not anger, something colder than 

anger. “Soraya has served the Scorpion since she was a child. Her 

loyalty was never voluntary. I am aware of this. A tool that 

turns in the hand must be reforged or discarded. For now, she 

remains useful. Monitor her communications. Trace her contact. 

When the London operation is complete, we will decide her fate.” 

Charron kept his face neutral. Behind Le Balafré’s dead 

eyes, a clock was ticking. Saskia’s life now had an expiry date: 

the London operation’s completion. 

The final matter: deployment. Chen had confirmed that Mark 

Eight was ready for field testing. The directed energy weapon had 

been miniaturised to a handheld unit with effective range of a 

hundred and fifty metres. The dissolution agent was now stable at 

room temperature and could be delivered through dermal contact, 

ingestion, or aerosol dispersal. They were ahead of schedule. 

Mark Eight. They had already improved beyond the version 

that had killed the five test subjects. Handheld weapon. Room-

temperature stable poison. Aerosol delivery. This was no longer a 

laboratory experiment. This was an arsenal. 

“Within three months, the Scorpion will possess the 

capability to eliminate any individual, neutralise any facility, 

and disable any technological infrastructure on Earth. Without 

trace. Without defence. Without attribution. The Celestial Age 

begins not with a declaration, but with a demonstration. The 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  147 

 

world will understand that a new power has arisen. And they will 

bow.” 

Silence. The golden scorpion idol gleamed at the table’s 

centre. Behind the carved screen, the presence of Han-Zo filled 

the room like a pressure change before a storm. 

“The Scorpion endures. The Scorpion prevails. You are 

dismissed.” 

The bell sounded again. The meeting was over. Figures rose. 

Charron rose with them, his body camera having recorded every 

face, every word, every operational detail. Enough evidence to 

trigger simultaneous raids across twelve countries. If he could 

get it out. 

 

* * * 

 

The operatives dispersed through the underground complex and 

Charron walked slowly behind them, letting the body camera 

document every corridor, every door, every security feature. The 

place was a maze of branching tunnels and reinforced rooms. He 

noted the exits: the main stairway up to the café, a freight 

elevator at the east end, and at the complex’s lowest level a 

heavy steel door marked with a waterline symbol. Behind it: the 

sound of water. The river. An escape route. 

He was mapping the facility in his mind. Every turn, every 

camera, every guard position. When the time came—and he had 

decided it would come tonight—he would need to know this place 

like his own body. 
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Miguel fell into step beside him. 

“Le Balafré. You look different.” 

“Different how?” 

“Thinner. The scar, too. The colour has changed. Faded.” 

Charron touched the prosthetic scar with the casual gesture 

of a man acknowledging an old companion. “Paris in winter. Bad 

food, worse wine. And scars fade. Even mine.” 

“You know,” Miguel said, studying him with eyes that had 

learned to look for inconsistencies the way other men looked for 

opportunity, “I heard something interesting in São Paulo last 

month. A rumour. They say Le Balafré got into a fight in 

Montmartre with a French agent. An alley near the Moulin Rouge. 

They say the agent walked away and Le Balafré… didn’t.” 

Charron met his eyes. The Brazilian was testing him. 

Probing. Perhaps he suspected something. Perhaps he was simply 

cruel by nature. Either way, this was the blade pressed to the 

neck. 

“Rumours are what happen when people have too much time and 

too little intelligence. I’m standing in front of you, Miguel. 

Does this look like a man who didn’t walk away?” 

A beat. Then a cold smile. “No. It doesn’t. Forgive the 

question. These are suspicious times.” 

“Every time is suspicious. That’s what keeps us alive.” 

Miguel nodded and moved on. Charron watched him go. The 

rumour from São Paulo meant Le Balafré’s disappearance had been 

noticed. It was only a matter of time before someone confirmed 
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that the real Le Balafré was dead. When that happened, the man 

wearing his face would have minutes. 

He found a restroom and locked the door and produced the 

secondary phone from where it was strapped to his thigh. He typed 

on SIGNAL-X to the number he had memorised from Saskia’s 

communications chain: 

This is Charron. I am inside The Lantern House. Limehouse. 

The network’s London command centre. I have footage and 

intelligence. I need extraction and a coordinated raid within 

twelve hours. Contact Inspector Aldridge, Scotland Yard. Tell him 

the ghost is real. 

He sent it. Then a second message: Harkness is compromised. 

The organisation knows he went to Cambridge. They are looking for 

the same research. He needs protection. And Saskia—Soraya—is 

marked for elimination when the operation concludes. We are 

running out of time. 

He hid the phone. Returned to the corridor. Le Balafré’s 

walk. Le Balafré’s face. Le Balafré’s dead eyes. 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness was back from Cambridge. 

He sat in his practice laboratory surrounded by the evidence 

of a breakthrough: a small metal box, old and locked with a 

combination mechanism, beside it a collection of notebooks, USB 

drives, and a single sheet of paper covered in handwriting he had 

not seen for eight years. His father’s handwriting. Meticulous, 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  150 

 

angular, the hand of a man who had been very precise about 

everything. 

He had found it in Doyle’s Cambridge laboratory, hidden 

inside a gas chromatograph from the 1990s—legacy equipment that 

hadn’t been used in twenty years, the kind of machine Malcolm 

Harkness would have used daily, the kind that only he and Doyle 

would have thought to check. Shah had found the electronic files. 

Harkness had found the box, tucked into the instrument’s cavity 

behind the column manifold, exactly where a man who understood 

that machine intimately would have placed it. 

His phone buzzed. SIGNAL-X. A message from a sender he had 

never seen before. 

This is Charron. I am inside The Lantern House. 

He read the full message. Twice. Three times. 

Charron was alive. Charron was inside the Scorpion’s London 

base. And he needed help. 

Harkness called Aldridge on the encrypted line. Told him 

about the message, the authentication, the name of the facility. 

“What’s the authentication?” 

“He says to tell you: the ghost is real.” 

Silence. Then: “Le Fantôme. The Ghost. That’s Charron’s 

codename. It’s not in any file I’ve shared. Harkness—this is 

genuine.” 

“He also says the organisation knows about Cambridge. 

They’re looking for the same research.” 

“Did you find anything?” 
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Harkness looked at the metal box. “Yes,” he said. “I found 

it.” 

“Get it somewhere safe. Not your house, not the practice. 

Somewhere they wouldn’t look. I’ll mobilise a tactical team. But 

Charron is asking for extraction—he’s at risk of being 

discovered. We have hours, not days.” 

“He said twelve hours.” 

“Then we plan for six. Meet me at the Yard in one hour. 

Bring Shah.” 

 

* * * 

 

The secure briefing room at midnight. Aldridge, Harkness, 

Shah, and three members of SCO19 led by Inspector Helen Graves—

shaved head, operational bearing, the kind of commander who spoke 

in sentences stripped to their load-bearing essentials. 

On the wall screen: drone surveillance of the Jade Dragon 

Internet Café. Thermal imaging showing heat signatures 

underground, irregular and significant. A building hiding 

something alive and dangerous in its foundations. 

Aldridge walked them through it: the authentication, the 

facility’s location, Charron’s intelligence about the layout and 

the skeleton night crew. Rules of engagement—arrest and detain, 

prisoners not casualties. The complication: Charron was inside, 

wearing prosthetics to impersonate a dead enforcer with a 

prominent facial scar. He would identify himself with the 

codeword Fantôme. Do not engage until he identifies himself. 
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Graves asked about exit points. Shah had three confirmed 

from the drone footage and the building’s historical blueprints: 

the main stairway through the café, a freight elevator on the 

east side exiting to an alley off Commercial Road, and a waterway 

access at the lowest level connecting to the Limehouse Basin. 

Marine unit for the waterway. Drones on all exit points. Entry 

through the main stairway. 

“Timeline?” 

“Dawn. 05:30. Charron reports minimal personnel during the 

late-night shift. We catch them between rotations: maximum 

confusion, minimum resistance.” 

“I want to go in,” Harkness said. 

Every head turned. 

“Absolutely not.” 

“If there’s laboratory equipment in that facility—and the 

thermal imaging suggests there is—I’m the only person on this 

team qualified to identify, catalogue, and safely handle whatever 

they’ve been producing. The dissolution agent is lethal on 

contact. If one of your officers breaks a vial without knowing 

what it is—” 

Graves said: “He’s right. If there’s a CBRN hazard, we need 

specialist assessment on site during the raid, not after.” 

“You stay behind the tactical line at all times,” Aldridge 

said. “You don’t enter any space until it’s been secured. You 

wear body armour. And if I tell you to get out, you get out. 

Understood?” 

“Understood.” 
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Shah was already coordinating with GCHQ on communications 

jamming: a mobile signal suppression unit deploying to Limehouse, 

active from 05:25. When they breached, everything would go dark. 

No outgoing signals. No warnings sent to other Scorpion nodes. 

“One more thing. Charron sent a secondary message. The 

Scorpion has marked Saskia for elimination once the London 

operation concludes. If she’s in the Lantern House tonight, we 

extract her safely. She’s a witness. Possibly the most important 

witness we’ll ever have.” 

Harkness looked at the surveillance footage on the wall 

screen. The building. The tunnels beneath. The place where, in a 

few hours, everything converged. 

 

* * * 

 

05:17. The sky lightening in the east but the streets still 

dark, the wet cobblestones of Limehouse reflecting the occasional 

passing headlamp. The silence of a city holding its breath before 

dawn. 

Unmarked vehicles sat in position on adjacent streets. Two 

SCO19 vans disguised as delivery vehicles. A marine unit tender 

held position in the Limehouse Basin, its engine idling. Two 

police drones circled at altitude overhead. 

Harkness sat beside Aldridge in the command vehicle wearing 

body armour over a dark jumper. The armour was heavy and 

unfamiliar. He was aware, acutely, that he was a civilian in a 

soldier’s costume. 
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Charron’s final SIGNAL-X message had arrived two hours ago: 

skeleton crew tonight, Govind Rao had left at 02:00, lower level 

mostly clear. Waterway exit had a motorised boat—block the canal. 

He would try to secure the communications hub before the breach. 

Harkness put the phone away and looked at the building. The 

neon butterfly of the Jade Dragon Internet Café glowed in the 

pre-dawn darkness, absurdly cheerful. 

“Have you done this before?” he asked. “Raids?” 

“Dozens. County lines. Drug labs. Human trafficking.” 

Aldridge paused. “But never one where the target has a weapon 

that can melt through walls.” 

“If they deploy the blue ray—” 

“Then we have a very bad morning. But Major Ross’s team 

estimated the weapon requires significant power to operate. One 

or two shots before it’s drained. Which is why we go fast and 

hard. Speed is our defence. They can’t aim at what they can’t see 

coming.” He checked his watch: 05:24. Raised his radio. “All 

units. Signal suppression in sixty seconds. Stand by for breach.” 

 

* * * 

 

Inside the Lantern House, the underground complex was dim. 

Night-shift lighting—half the LEDs off, the rest at minimum. The 

meeting table was empty. The carved screen at the far end was 

dark and silent. Han-Zo, if he had ever been physically present, 

was gone. 
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Charron moved through the corridors with purpose. Twenty-two 

hours awake, but the adrenaline was better than any stimulant. He 

reached the communications hub and found a single technician at 

the monitoring station, headphones on, watching data streams. 

“Status report.” 

The technician startled. “All networks nominal. Sir, I 

wasn’t told you were still on site—” 

“I go where I’m needed. Pull up the external sensor array. I 

want to check the perimeter.” 

The technician typed. A grid of camera feeds filled the 

screen: the street above, the alley beside the freight elevator, 

the canal access. And there, barely visible on the edge of one 

frame, the nose of a van that shouldn’t have been there. 

Charron had seen enough. He turned to the server rack. The 

main junction box. One switch would cut the facility’s internal 

communications before the police cut everything from outside. A 

small advantage, but in the first thirty seconds of a raid, small 

advantages saved lives. 

Then the signal died. 

Every screen. Every communication channel. The monitoring 

station went dark. The servers lost their external connection. 

GCHQ’s signal suppression had activated, four minutes early. 

The technician panicked. Charron didn’t let him finish. He 

pulled the main junction box switch, killing the internal 

network. Lights flickered and dropped to emergency minimum. Red-

tinted backup lighting bathed the corridors in crimson. 
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“Stay here,” Charron said, dropping Le Balafré’s voice 

entirely. “Don’t move. Police will be through that door in about 

ninety seconds. Put your hands on the desk where they can see 

them and you’ll survive this.” 

“Who are you?” the technician whispered. 

“A ghost.” 

Charron moved. Into the corridor. Red light. Alarms 

beginning to sound. 

 

* * * 

 

The café door came off its hinges at 05:30 on the second. 

Alpha team poured through: six officers in tactical gear, 

weapons up, moving with the precise choreography of people who 

had done this before. The gaming terminals were empty at this 

hour. The counter staff—one terrified young woman—dropped to the 

floor with her hands raised. The STAFF ONLY door was locked. An 

officer applied a breaching charge, and the sound of it was very 

large in the confined space. 

Down the stairs. Into the underground. 

What followed was three minutes of controlled chaos that 

resolved itself into something orderly by the end of it. Alpha 

team descended into the red-lit corridors and met the first 

security guard at the bottom of the stairs. He reached for a 

weapon. Two officers had him pinned to the wall in four seconds, 

cuffed and down. 
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The freight elevator was locked at the basement level. Bravo 

team forced entry through the maintenance hatch and dropped into 

a storage room, finding it otherwise empty. 

At the waterway: exactly as Charron had predicted, someone 

ran. The heavy steel door at the lowest level opened and Olga 

Dmitriyeva sprinted for the motorised boat moored at the 

underground dock, clutching a laptop. She threw herself aboard 

and started the engine. 

The marine unit’s searchlight hit her like a spotlight. Two 

officers had weapons trained. Stop the engine, hands where I can 

see them. 

Dmitriyeva calculated. The canal ahead was blocked. Behind 

her, the tunnel was filling with police. She killed the engine. 

Set the laptop down carefully. Raised her hands. The expression 

on her face was not defeat. It was inventory—she was calculating 

what she could bargain with. 

Back in the main corridor, Alpha team cleared room by room. 

The communications hub: the technician was exactly where Charron 

had left him, hands on the desk, shaking. The meeting chamber: 

empty, but the golden scorpion idol still on the table. An 

officer photographed it in place. 

Then: the laboratory. 

The sealed door. A biometric lock. They were preparing a 

breaching charge when the door opened from inside. 

Charron stood in the doorway with Le Balafré’s scar and 

blood on his hands that was not his own. Behind him, a security 

guard lay on the laboratory floor. 
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“Fantôme. I’m the friendly. The laboratory is secure. There 

are vials on the workbench that are extremely dangerous. Do not 

touch anything until Dr. Harkness clears it.” 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness entered the laboratory flanked by two officers, 

wearing nitrile gloves and carrying the field analysis kit he had 

assembled specifically for this possibility. 

Charron was sitting on a lab stool, peeling the edge of the 

prosthetic scar. The adhesive was giving way after hours of wear 

and sweat. The face beneath was emerging: Gaston Charron, haggard 

and triumphant and alive, looking nothing like his DGSI file 

photo and exactly like a man who had been awake for twenty-two 

hours doing something that could have killed him. 

They looked at each other. They had never met. Everything 

between them had been mediated through Saskia’s messages, 

Aldridge’s briefings, encrypted signals transmitted across the 

dark. But they recognised each other instantly, the way people 

recognise each other when they have been drawn into the same 

vortex from opposite sides. 

“Dr. Harkness,” Charron said. “You look exactly like your 

father.” 

Harkness stopped. “You knew my father?” 

“I knew of him. His research was in the files I copied from 

the Paris compound. Brilliant man. Terrible judge of employers.” 

“That seems to be a family trait.” 
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Charron almost laughed. Almost. Then his expression shifted. 

“The vials on the workbench. Mark Eight of the dissolution agent. 

Room-temperature stable. Eight doses, each enough to kill fifty 

people through aerosol dispersal. Doctor—please tell me you can 

neutralise them.” 

Harkness moved to the workbench. Six sealed vials of 

crystalline liquid, shimmering faintly. He examined them without 

touching, using a handheld spectrometer. 

“The spectral signature matches Chen’s published formula. 

The crystalline lattice is stable but reactive—it activates on 

contact with organic tissue. The liquid has to contact skin or be 

aerosolised. As long as the vials remain intact—” 

“They won’t remain intact if Miguel gets his hands on them.” 

“Miguel?” 

“Brazilian enforcer. He was at the meeting tonight. I 

haven’t seen him since the breach started. He’s not in custody. 

And Ah-Yen-Lo is unaccounted for. The laboratory had a second 

workstation that’s been cleared—someone took samples before we 

got here. The lockdown gave them a window. Maybe three minutes 

between the signal drop and the first officers reaching the lower 

level.” 

Aldridge’s voice crackled over the radio: two subjects 

remaining unaccounted for, Miguel and Ah-Yen-Lo, both dangerous, 

Bravo team to expand to the eastern tunnel network. 

Harkness carefully bagged each vial using hazmat protocols. 

Six vials. Six potential weapons of mass destruction, each small 

enough to fit in a pocket. He sealed them in a reinforced case. 
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“You said Mark Eight,” he said. “What happened to Marks 

Three through Seven?” 

“Used in the field. Five victims confirmed, possibly more. 

Mark Seven was the version used on Le Balafré’s body after I took 

his identity. The organisation killed him with their own weapon 

and used his corpse as my decoy.” 

“Efficient.” 

“The Scorpion is nothing if not efficient.” 

A sound from the corridor. Footsteps. Running. Not the heavy 

boots of tactical officers—lighter, faster, with the purposeful 

urgency of someone who had fought through a police cordon and 

intended to fight through whatever came next. 

Charron grabbed Harkness’s arm and pulled him behind the 

workbench. 

Miguel appeared in the laboratory doorway. He was bleeding 

from a cut above his eye, and in his hand was not a gun. It was a 

cylinder thirty centimetres long with a handgrip and a trigger 

mechanism, its barrel emitting a faint blue glow. The handheld 

directed energy weapon. Mark Eight. Miniaturised. 

“Le Balafré. Or whoever you are.” He was breathing hard. 

“Give me the vials.” 

Charron stood slowly. Placed himself between Miguel and 

Harkness. 

“Put it down, Miguel. The building is surrounded. There is 

nowhere to go.” 

“There is always somewhere to go. The vials. Now. Or I open 

this wall like your friend’s house and walk through the hole.” 
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He raised the weapon. The blue glow intensified. Charron 

could feel the heat from where he stood. One shot from that 

device would cut through the lab’s walls and anyone behind them. 

“Miguel. Think. You fire that weapon inside a laboratory 

full of reactive chemicals and you kill everyone in this room, 

including yourself. That’s not an escape. That’s a suicide note.” 

Miguel’s eyes moved: the vials in Harkness’s case, Charron, 

the corridor, the exits he was calculating. Behind him, in the 

corridor, a shadow moved—an officer from Bravo team, approaching 

silently. Miguel hadn’t seen it. Charron had. 

Three seconds. Two. 

“Han-Zo abandoned you,” Charron said. “You know that. The 

signal went down, the police came, and Han-Zo was never here. He 

watches from a distance and lets his people die while he 

survives. That’s what the Scorpion does. The body falls and the 

head finds a new body.” 

“Shut up.” 

“You’re disposable to him. All of us are. The meeting 

tonight? He was sizing up who to sacrifice.” 

Miguel saw the reflection in a glass cabinet. Spun. Fired. 

The blue ray screamed across the corridor. The beam struck 

the wall beside the officer, who threw himself flat. Concrete 

exploded into superheated fragments. The officer rolled, 

uninjured but deafened. 

Miguel swung back towards Charron—but Charron was already 

moving. He launched himself from behind the workbench, driving 

his shoulder into the Brazilian’s midsection. They crashed into 
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the corridor wall. The weapon discharged again, wildly, cutting a 

burning line across the ceiling. Sparks rained down. 

Charron got his hand on the weapon. Miguel’s grip was iron. 

They struggled in the crimson emergency lighting—two 

professionals, evenly matched, fighting over a device that could 

kill everyone in the building. 

Harkness grabbed the fire extinguisher from the lab wall. 

Aimed at Miguel’s face. Fired. 

The CO2 blast hit Miguel full force. Blinding cold, 

disorienting, choking. His grip faltered for a fraction of a 

second. 

Charron wrenched the weapon free. Stepped back. Pointed it 

at Miguel, who was on his knees coughing, eyes streaming. 

Officers surged into the corridor. Miguel was pinned, 

cuffed, dragged away. 

Charron looked at the weapon in his hands. The blue glow 

faded as its charge depleted. The Scorpion’s Tail, a weapon from 

the future, captured by a ghost and a doctor with a fire 

extinguisher. 

“Nice work with the extinguisher.” 

“I panicked.” 

“You panicked extremely well.” 

 

* * * 

 

The facility was secured as dawn came properly to Limehouse. 

Officers moved through the corridors with methodical efficiency: 
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photographing, cataloguing, bagging. The golden scorpion idol was 

sealed in an evidence container. Server racks imaged in situ. The 

laboratory cordoned off, awaiting a hazmat team. 

The tally: four arrested, one captured with force, two 

unaccounted for—Ah-Yen-Lo and Svensson, who appeared to have left 

the facility before the raid. No casualties on either side. One 

blue ray weapon recovered. And the body camera footage from 

Charron’s twelve hours inside the Scorpion’s London command 

centre: every face, every word, every operational detail from 

Han-Zo’s meeting. 

Aldridge stood in the main chamber surveying the dark 

screens and the empty table. The carved screen had been moved 

aside, revealing what had sat behind it: a high-end video 

conferencing setup. Multiple cameras, directional microphones, 

holographic projection equipment. Han-Zo had attended his own 

meeting as a digital phantom. He had never been physically 

present. 

“Can we trace the video feed?” 

Shah was working on it: custom encryption, six proxy 

servers, but the equipment had serial numbers. 

In the laboratory, Charron and Harkness sat on lab stools 

with paper cups of terrible police-issue coffee, which was 

exactly what the situation required. 

“The laboratory is more advanced than I expected,” Harkness 

said. “They’re not just producing the weapon here—they’re 

refining it. There are notes on the workstation for Mark Nine. 
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Improvements to aerosol dispersal. Longer half-life. Wider kill 

radius.” 

“They’re already iterating beyond what we captured.” 

“And Chen Weiming isn’t here. His equipment is, his research 

notes are. But the man who understands this technology at the 

deepest level is somewhere else. We’ve seized the factory. The 

engineer is still free.” 

“Chen was in Paris. If the compound there is still 

operational, we need the DGSI to raid it simultaneously. Before 

word gets out about tonight.” 

“Villeneuve will need to be told. Everything.” Charron 

sipped his coffee. “Including the fact that I’m alive. My 

disappearing act has served its purpose. The data from my body 

camera and the Paris infiltration gives us enough to move openly. 

The Scorpion knows it’s been hit. Stealth is no longer our 

advantage. Speed is.” 

“And Saskia?” 

Charron set down his cup. “Han-Zo has ordered her 

elimination. The order was explicit. When the London operation 

concludes, she is to be handled. Govind Rao is the likely 

executioner.” 

“Then we need to get her out. Now. Before the organisation 

regroups.” 

“Agreed. But we need to do it without triggering the 

tracking device in her neck. If the device goes offline, Han-Zo 

will know immediately.” 
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“I’ve been thinking about that.” The quality of Harkness’s 

voice had changed—this was the doctor speaking, the scientist, 

the man who took problems apart to see how they worked. “The 

device is subcutaneous, embedded at the base of her skull. It 

pings a GPS signal every two hours. Between pings, it’s passive. 

If I could shield the signal during a ping window, then remove or 

disable the device before the next ping, she’d have two hours of 

freedom before anyone noticed. I can build a localised Faraday 

shield—a portable electromagnetic cage that blocks the signal. 

Get her inside it during a ping, and the device transmits 

normally, registering her last known location. Then I disable the 

implant surgically and she walks away. Free.” 

“Two hours is tight.” 

“Two hours is enough if we’re prepared. And I have been 

preparing. Since the first time she told me about it. Since I 

felt the implant under her skin in my consultation room and saw 

the fear in her eyes.” 

Charron studied him for a moment. He recognised the 

expression—he had seen it before, in mirrors, in colleagues who 

had crossed the line from professional commitment to something 

that logic couldn’t entirely justify. 

“Your father fell in love too, you know,” Charron said. 

“With the work. With the mystery. With the feeling that he was 

the only one who could see what no one else could see. It made 

him brilliant and it made him vulnerable. The Scorpion exploited 

both.” 

“I’m not my father.” 
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“No. You’re not. You’re smarter than he was. And you have 

better friends.” 

He extended his hand. Harkness took it. The handshake was 

firm and brief and meant something that neither of them needed to 

put into words. 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness emerged from the Lantern House into the grey 

morning light, blinking. News helicopters were beginning to 

circle. An internet café in East London, raided at dawn. The 

public would see the surface. The truth beneath would take 

longer. 

Aldridge met him on the pavement. 

“Well?” 

“We have the weapon samples. We have Charron’s intelligence. 

We have four prisoners and enough evidence to keep the Crown 

Prosecution Service busy for a decade. But Han-Zo wasn’t here. 

Chen Weiming wasn’t here. Ah-Yen-Lo escaped. And the 

organisation’s leader attended his own command meeting as a 

hologram. We’ve cut off a tentacle. We haven’t found the head.” 

“That’s more progress in one night than we’ve made in three 

months.” 

“It’s also more provocation. The Scorpion doesn’t forgive. 

What happened tonight will trigger retaliation. Against us. 

Against Saskia. Against anyone they consider responsible.” 

“Then we move faster than they do.” 
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Aldridge put his hand on Harkness’s shoulder briefly—a rare 

gesture. “Go home. Sleep. Eat whatever Mrs. Lennox puts in front 

of you. You’ve earned it.” 

Harkness nodded. Walked towards the waiting car. Then 

stopped. Turned back. 

“Inspector. The research I found at Cambridge. The metal box 

contained notes in my father’s handwriting. His original research 

on selective molecular disruption—the foundation of everything 

Chen built on. And with it: detailed notes on how to reverse the 

process. An antidote. My father didn’t just build the science 

behind the weapon. He built the cure.” 

Aldridge stared at him. 

“He saw where his research was going. He knew what they 

would use it for. And before he walked away, he developed a 

countermeasure and hid it with the only person he trusted—Doyle. 

Who hid it with me. My father spent the last twenty years of his 

life looking over his shoulder, not because he was afraid of what 

they’d do to him, but because he was protecting the only thing 

that could stop them.” 

He looked at the building. The Lantern House, broken open 

under the morning sky, its golden scorpion idol now riding in an 

evidence van through the streets of London. 

“I can finish what he started.” 

He got in the car. It drove away. Aldridge watched it go for 

a moment, then took out his phone. 
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“Commissaire Villeneuve? Inspector Aldridge. I have some 

news that’s going to ruin your morning and significantly improve 

your year. Do you have a secure line?” 

 

* * * 

 

A hundred metres east of the cordon, away from the police 

lights and the forensic vans and the machinery of justice turning 

in the grey morning, a figure climbed out of the Limehouse Basin 

onto a narrow maintenance platform beneath the canal bridge. 

Soaked. Silent. Thin as wire. 

Ah-Yen-Lo had escaped through a route not on any blueprint—a 

maintenance shaft connecting the facility’s lowest level to the 

canal’s service infrastructure. He had been treading water for 

thirty minutes, waiting for the marine unit to move its coverage. 

He was fifty-three years old and showed none of it. 

He wrung water from his suit jacket. Produced a phone from a 

waterproof case. Dialled. 

The call connected. He spoke in Mandarin. Brief. Clipped. 

The Lantern House had fallen. Four taken. Miguel captured with 

the weapon. Le Balafré was a French agent—Gaston Charron. The 

doctor had been inside. He had the vials. 

Silence on the line. Then Han-Zo’s voice, calm and unshaken. 

The voice of a man for whom this was not a catastrophe but a 

minor adjustment to an ancient and patient plan. 

“Charron has been clever. But cleverness is not wisdom. The 

Lantern House was one room in a very large house. Activate the 
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Hampton Court facility. Transfer all London operations. And Ah-

Yen-Lo—bring Soraya to me. It is time to have a conversation with 

our dancer.” 

Ah-Yen-Lo pocketed the phone. Climbed the canal wall with 

the agility of a man twenty years younger. Disappeared into the 

morning crowd, indistinguishable from a thousand other damp 

Londoners on their way to somewhere ordinary. 

Behind him, the police lights flashed. Evidence was 

catalogued. Prisoners were transported. The machinery of justice 

turned. 

And somewhere beyond it all, the Scorpion remained. Wounded. 

Furious. Very much alive. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Saskia’s Confession 

 

Cairo, 2003. A room. Concrete walls. A barred window set 

high in the wall, admitting a sliver of moonlight. A thin 

mattress on the floor. A plastic cup. A stack of books—language 

primers. Arabic. English. French. Mandarin. 

A girl sat on the mattress. She was eight years old. Dark 

hair, dark eyes, a face that would become Saskia’s but hadn’t 

yet—still round with childhood, still holding the ghost of 

whoever she had been before this room. She picked up one of the 

primers and opened it. Began reading aloud in French. Haltingly 

at first, then with growing fluency. She had been studying. Hours 

a day, every day. Because the alternative was worse. 

A sound. The lock turning. She put down the book. 

Straightened. Composed her face into the expression she had 

learned meant survival: attentive, obedient, empty. 

A woman entered. Middle-aged, East Asian, elegantly dressed. 

She set down a tray of food without speaking, replaced the old 

books with new ones. Chemistry. International law. Computer 

science. 

The girl looked at them. Looked at the woman. 
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“When can I go home?” 

For a moment, something human moved across the woman’s face. 

Then it was gone. “This is your home now, child. The sooner you 

accept that, the easier everything becomes.” 

She left. The lock turned. 

 

The same room. The same girl, but older. Perhaps ten. The 

stack of books had become a small library. She read with a 

concentration that bordered on ferocity. The baby fat was gone. 

Her eyes were sharper. The expression of obedience more polished, 

more convincing, and more completely false. 

She read a passage from the chemistry text. Then, very 

carefully, she tore a page from the back of the book. Folded it. 

Hid it beneath her mattress. A collection was forming there: 

pages of equations, diagrams, maps torn from atlases. 

Information. The only currency she had. 

 

The same room, years later. She was fifteen. A mirror had 

appeared—a concession to her growing value. She stood before it 

and practised expressions: charm, submission, intelligence, 

seduction. Trying each like a mask, discarding the ones that 

didn’t fit. She was being trained for something, and she knew it, 

and she was training herself for something else. 

 

A different room. Larger. She was eighteen. The Cairo room 

was behind her now. She stood in a space that might have been 

Parisian—wooden floors, tall windows—wearing a dance costume for 
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the first time. An instructor guided her through movements that 

were part ballet, part Bharatanatyam, part something older and 

unnamed. 

The dance was beautiful. And the dance was a weapon. Each 

gesture carried a coded meaning. Each movement was a sentence in 

a language that only a very few people on Earth could read. 

She learned it all. She learned it because the alternative 

was the locked room. Or worse. 

 

* * * 

 

Present day. The consultation room at Harkness’s practice. 

The signal blocker active, the door locked, the practice closed 

and dark except for the warm light of the desk lamp. 

Saskia sat in the patient’s chair. Her eyes were red. Not 

now—before she arrived. She had been crying and hadn’t had time 

to hide it entirely: salt tracks barely visible on her cheeks, a 

swelling around the eyes that no amount of composure could fully 

erase. She never cried in front of people. But she had come here 

straight from crying and the evidence was still on her face. 

“They’re moving me. Ah-Yen-Lo came this morning. He said 

Han-Zo wants to see me. In person.” She paused. “He’s never asked 

to see me in person before. It means one of two things: either 

he’s going to promote me, which is unlikely given that they know 

I’ve been communicating outside the network. Or he’s going to 

kill me.” 

“When?” 
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“Tomorrow. They’re taking me to a facility I’ve never been 

to. Somewhere outside London. Ah-Yen-Lo wouldn’t say where.” 

“Then we do this tonight,” Harkness said. “Right now. The 

Faraday shield is ready. I’ve tested it against commercial 

tracking frequencies—it blocks GPS, cellular, and Bluetooth 

within a one-metre radius. We put you inside the shield during 

the next tracking ping, then I disable the implant before the 

following ping. You’ll have a two-hour window.” 

“And then what?” 

“Then you disappear. Aldridge has arranged a safe house 

through MI5. New identity, new location. Charron will handle the 

DGSI side—Villeneuve has agreed to provide asylum documentation 

if you cooperate with the investigation.” 

The word hung in the air between them. Disappear. She had 

spent twenty years wanting to disappear from the Scorpion. Now 

that the moment was real, it was terrifying in a way she hadn’t 

expected. 

“If you remove the implant and the signal goes dark, they’ll 

know within two hours. They’ll assume I’ve defected. Govind Rao 

will be sent. And not just for me—everyone I’ve been in contact 

with. You. Your housekeeper. The inspector.” 

“We’ve prepared for that. Aldridge is increasing security on 

all known associates. Mrs. Lennox is being relocated to her 

sister’s house in Edinburgh tonight. And once you’re safe, we 

move on the Paris compound and the Beckton secondary site 

simultaneously. The idea is to hit them hard enough that they’re 

focused on survival, not retaliation.” 
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She looked at him. The fear was still there, but beneath it 

something else was emerging. Real trust. The rarest and most 

dangerous thing in her world. “You’ve been planning all of this. 

Without telling me.” 

“I was waiting until it was ready. It’s ready.” 

“Before we do this… there are things you need to know. 

Things I haven’t told you. Things I haven’t told anyone.” 

“You don’t have to—” 

“Yes I do. Because if something goes wrong tonight—if they 

find me, if the implant triggers, if Govind Rao comes—then 

someone needs to know the truth. All of it. And you’re the only 

person I trust to carry it.” 

Harkness looked at her. Nodded. Sat back. “Then tell me.” 

 

* * * 

 

Saskia spoke. And for the first time in twenty years, she 

told the truth. 

“My name is Soraya Khoury. I was born in Beirut in 1998. My 

father was a mathematics professor at the American University. My 

mother was Egyptian—a chemist. They were both recruited by the 

Scorpion in the early nineties, before I was born. They didn’t 

know what the organisation was. They thought it was a research 

foundation—the same story your father was told.” 

She told it simply, without ornamentation. Her father had 

developed encryption algorithms. Her mother had worked on 

chemical synthesis—early precursors of the dissolution agent. 
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They were well paid. They lived well. She remembered sunlight. 

Her mother’s perfume. Her father singing to her in Arabic while 

he worked. 

“In 2001, my father discovered what the organisation really 

was. I don’t know exactly what he found. Financial records, 

perhaps, or communications about the weapon programme. But he 

understood that his mathematics was being used to hide money that 

funded murder. He told my mother. They decided to leave.” 

Three days after he told the organisation he was leaving, 

two men came to the apartment. She was at school. When she came 

home, her parents were gone. The apartment was empty. Cleaned. As 

if they had never existed. The neighbours said a removal company 

had come. Nobody asked questions. In Beirut, you learned not to 

ask questions. 

Harkness waited. He understood that grief didn’t need to be 

rushed. 

“Dead. Almost certainly. The Scorpion doesn’t leave loose 

ends. But I’ve never had confirmation. For years I convinced 

myself they might be alive. Hidden somewhere, prisoners like me. 

I searched for them inside the network, looked for their names in 

the records I could access.” She paused. “Nothing. They simply… 

ceased to exist.” 

She was picked up from school that afternoon by a woman she 

had never seen before. The woman said her parents had been called 

away on a work emergency. She believed her. She was six. She 

believed everything adults told her. 
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“Then Cairo. The locked room. The language primers. The 

chemistry texts. I was there for two years before I fully 

understood what was happening. I was being trained. Selected. The 

organisation identifies children of recruited operatives who show 

aptitude—intelligence, adaptability, resilience. They take them 

young enough that the original identity can be erased and a new 

one built from scratch.” 

“How many?” 

“In my cohort, seven. I met two during training—a boy from 

Moscow, a girl from Jakarta. We were kept mostly apart. They 

didn’t want us forming attachments. Attachments are 

vulnerabilities.” 

“What happened to the others?” 

“Two are dead. One was killed on an operation in Istanbul—

she was nineteen. The boy from Moscow disappeared in 2018. I 

don’t know if he’s alive. The rest I lost track of. The 

organisation keeps its assets separated. We’re tools, Doctor. You 

don’t store all your tools in the same box.” 

From eight to sixteen: languages, sciences, physical 

training, and the dance. Classical Indian dance. European ballet. 

Contemporary. They told her the dance was for cultural 

refinement. It wasn’t until later that she understood it was her 

primary function. 

When she was sixteen, she was told what she would become: a 

communication node. The dance was a coded language developed by 

the Scorpion over a century ago, refined through generations of 

operatives. Each gesture corresponded to a specific instruction. 
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A sweep of the hand meant deliver. A turn of the hip meant 

receive. A drop of the veil meant eliminate. The audience—arms 

dealers, intelligence brokers, financial criminals—didn’t know 

they were receiving orders. They felt them. The dance spoke to 

their subconscious. 

“You were directing criminal operations through dance,” 

Harkness said. 

“I was a signal relay dressed in silk. Every performance at 

Le Papillon Noir was a board meeting. Every gesture was a 

transaction. And the people receiving the instructions didn’t 

know they were receiving them—not consciously. The code operates 

below the threshold of awareness. They’d watch the dance, feel an 

impulse, and carry out the instruction believing it was their own 

idea.” 

“That’s subliminal communication. The science of that is 

debated—” 

“The science is more advanced than the academic debate 

suggests. The Scorpion has been refining this for over a hundred 

years. They combine physical movement with specific lighting 

frequencies, sub-bass audio cues—the pibroch sound Mrs. Lennox 

heard—and chemical additives in the venue’s air system. Not 

drugs. Terpenes. Natural compounds that increase suggestibility. 

The combination is devastatingly effective.” 

Harkness had gone very still. The scientist in him was 

already assembling the mechanism: terpenes, infrasound, coded 

movement. A multi-sensory influence system. “That’s why the 
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pibroch was being used around my house. Not just to disorient me. 

To make me suggestible. To soften me for the approach.” 

“Yes. They prepared you for three weeks before I came to 

your practice. Infrasound every night. Micro-doses of terpene 

compound through your ventilation system. By the time I walked 

into your consultation room, your subconscious was primed to 

trust me. To find me compelling. To want to help.” 

The implications landed one after another, each one heavier 

than the last. Harkness sat with them for a moment. “So when you 

came to my practice—the connection I felt. The instinct to trust 

you. That was manufactured.” 

“The predisposition was manufactured. The rest… no.” She 

held his gaze. “I was supposed to assess you, extract 

information, and report back. I was not supposed to tell you the 

truth. I was not supposed to warn you. I was not supposed to help 

you. Everything I’ve done since that first visit has been against 

my orders. Because somewhere between the manufactured trust and 

the real conversation, something happened that wasn’t in anyone’s 

plan.” 

“What?” 

“I liked you. Not because of terpenes or infrasound. Because 

you touched the implant in my neck and I flinched, and instead of 

pushing, you stopped. Because you looked at me like a patient, 

not a tool. Because when I asked for help, you said ‘anytime.’ I 

have been used by powerful people my entire life, Doctor. No one 

has ever offered me ‘anytime.’” 

The consultation room was very quiet. 
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“The terpene exposure,” Harkness said after a moment. “How 

long does the suggestibility last?” 

“Forty-eight hours after last exposure. You haven’t been 

exposed since your home network was sanitised after the Lantern 

House raid. That was a week ago.” 

“So right now, I’m… myself.” 

“Right now, you are entirely yourself.” 

He held her gaze. “Good. Then what I’m feeling right now is 

real. And what I’m feeling is that we need to get that thing out 

of your neck and get you safe. Tonight. Are you ready?” 

Her eyes filled. She blinked it away. She had been trained 

to never show vulnerability. But Harkness wasn’t Han-Zo. Harkness 

was something she had never encountered in twenty years: a man 

who saw her pain and didn’t use it. 

“I’m ready.” 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness had transformed the practice’s minor procedure room 

into a makeshift surgical suite. The room was small but clean, 

equipped for dermatological procedures. Tonight it would serve a 

different purpose. 

On a table: a portable Faraday cage—a mesh enclosure the 

size of a suitcase, designed to block all electromagnetic 

signals. He had built it himself from copper mesh, aluminium 

sheeting, and components ordered from three different suppliers 

to avoid creating a traceable purchase pattern. It was ugly but 
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functional. Beside it: surgical instruments, local anaesthetic, 

magnification loupes, a portable ultrasound unit, and a small 

custom-built device—an electromagnetic pulse emitter focused to a 

range of five centimetres. His own design. If it worked, it would 

disable the Scorpion’s tracking implant without damaging the 

surrounding tissue. If it didn’t work, the implant would trigger 

an emergency signal that reached Han-Zo instantly. 

He walked her through the procedure. The implant was 

subcutaneous, embedded at the base of her skull near the C1 

vertebra. The ultrasound would give him its exact position and 

depth. Local anaesthetic, then the focused EMP to disable the 

transmitter. Once disabled, a small incision and physical 

removal. Twenty to thirty minutes, if everything went correctly. 

“The implant’s next ping is in seventeen minutes,” he said. 

“We put you inside the cage before the ping. The cage blocks the 

signal. From the Scorpion’s perspective, the ping fails—which can 

happen naturally due to interference, buildings, tunnels. A 

single failed ping won’t trigger an alarm. Two consecutive failed 

pings will. That gives us a two-hour window from the first 

blocked ping to the second.” 

Saskia did the arithmetic. The risk calculus that had 

governed every minute of her life since she was eight years old. 

Then: “Before we start. There’s more. About the conspiracy. The 

full picture. Some of what I’m going to tell you will change how 

you think about this investigation.” 

Harkness looked at the clock. Fourteen minutes to the ping. 

“Talk fast.” 
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She told him the Scorpion’s history. Not the version they 

had assembled from intelligence fragments and dark web archives, 

but the version she had pieced together over twenty years inside 

the machine, from overheard conversations and accessed records 

and the accumulated weight of living within something ancient. 

The organisation had been founded in the late nineteenth 

century by a group of scholars, scientists, and political 

thinkers from across East Asia. They believed that Western 

colonial powers had stolen the future from the East—extracting 

resources, knowledge, and cultural heritage while imposing 

systems of control. They weren’t wrong about the history. Where 

they went wrong was in their solution. 

The Celestial Age. The founding principle: Eastern 

civilisations should reclaim their place at the centre of global 

power. Not through military conquest, which was the Western 

model. Through technological and intellectual superiority. The 

original Scorpion had been a think tank. A network of the 

greatest minds in Asia, working together across borders, pooling 

resources, developing technologies that would give the East an 

insurmountable advantage. 

“That doesn’t sound criminal.” 

“It wasn’t. Not at first. For decades, the Scorpion funded 

scholarships, built laboratories, supported research 

institutions. Some of the most important scientific advances of 

the twentieth century were quietly funded by the network. But 

over time, the mission corrupted. Power does that. The scholars 

were replaced by politicians. The politicians by criminals. The 
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idealism of reclaiming Eastern heritage became a justification 

for global domination. And the man who accelerated that 

corruption—who transformed the Scorpion from a think tank into a 

criminal empire—is Han-Zo.” 

“Who is he?” 

“I’ve never seen his face. No one in the outer or middle 

circles has. He communicates through technology—holographic 

projection, AI-modified voice, encrypted messaging. But I’ve 

heard fragments over twenty years. Pieced together a profile. 

He’s old—seventies at least. Chinese, probably, though he speaks 

at least six languages with native fluency. He was educated in 

the West—Oxford or Cambridge, the records are unclear—and 

returned to East Asia with a specific fury about what he saw as 

Western hypocrisy. He took control of the Scorpion in the 1980s 

and transformed it into what it is today.” 

“One man. Running all of this.” 

“One man at the centre. But the network sustains itself. 

Even if Han-Zo died tomorrow, the Scorpion would survive. The 

financial infrastructure, the technology, the loyalty structures—

they’re self-perpetuating. That’s why simply arresting people 

won’t work. You can arrest the middle circle. You can raid every 

facility. But unless you destroy the idea—unless you make the 

Celestial Age impossible—the Scorpion reforms. New people. New 

facilities. Same mission.” 

“How do you destroy an idea?” 

“By making it obsolete. The Scorpion’s power is 

technological superiority. The weapon is their ultimate 
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advantage—the thing that makes them untouchable. If you 

neutralise the weapon—if you develop a countermeasure that makes 

the dissolution agent useless and the directed energy beam 

defensible—then the Scorpion’s trump card is gone. They become 

just another criminal network. Dangerous, yes. But not 

invincible. Not a new world order. Just criminals. Defeatable. 

Prosecutable. Human.” 

“The antidote. My father’s research.” 

“Your father understood this. He built the science and the 

counter-science. The weapon and the shield. That’s why Doyle hid 

his research so carefully. It’s not just evidence. It’s the key 

to making the Scorpion mortal.” 

Harkness looked at the metal box from Cambridge sitting on 

the counter. His father’s handwriting. His father’s legacy. Not 

guilt. Not complicity. Atonement. 

He checked the clock. Seven minutes to the ping. “There’s 

something else. You said this would change how I think about the 

investigation. About the people involved.” 

“The mole. The leak inside law enforcement that betrayed 

Charron.” She held his eyes. “I know who it is.” 

Harkness went very still. 

“Not who you expect. It’s not Aldridge. It’s not Shah. It’s 

not Villeneuve. The mole is someone you haven’t considered 

because they weren’t directly involved in the investigation. 

Someone who had access to police intelligence through a different 

channel.” 

“Tell me.” 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  184 

 

“Major Ross. The counter-terrorism specialist.” 

“Ross is dead.” 

“Ross was killed because he was the mole. When the Lantern 

House raid was planned, the Scorpion realised that Ross—their 

asset inside the Ministry of Defence—would be exposed during the 

investigation. His access to classified intelligence, his 

position at DSTL, his knowledge of directed energy weapons 

research—it would all come under scrutiny. So they eliminated him 

before he could be questioned. They killed their own agent to 

protect the network.” 

Harkness processed this. Ross. The man who had examined his 

wall. Who had access to every piece of evidence from the blue ray 

attack. Who had been compiling a report for Whitehall that could 

have included—or excluded—any detail he chose. 

“Ross was feeding them information about the investigation. 

That’s how they knew about Cambridge. That’s how they knew I was 

leaving London.” 

“Ross passed intelligence through a dead-letter system 

embedded in routine MOD reports. Financial data hidden in 

spreadsheets. Surveillance details encoded in metadata. He’d been 

working for the Scorpion for eight years. Long before this 

investigation began.” 

“Eight years. He was recruited before any of this started.” 

“The Scorpion recruits assets the way farmers plant crops. 

Years before the harvest. Ross was identified as valuable when he 

was a mid-ranking officer in army intelligence. They approached 

him gradually—favours, introductions, financial incentives. By 
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the time he was at DSTL, he was fully integrated. And he 

genuinely believed in the mission. Not the criminal parts—the 

original mission. Technological advancement. Eastern resurgence. 

He thought he was working for the future.” 

Harkness sat down. The weight of it was considerable. Ross 

was in the room when they analysed the weapon. Ross had access to 

everything. 

“If Ross was the mole and he’s dead, then the leak is 

sealed.” 

“Possibly. But the Scorpion always has redundancy. There may 

be others. Ross was the one I could confirm.” 

He checked the clock. Three minutes to the ping. “Time. We 

need to start.” 

 

* * * 

 

He activated the Faraday cage. It hummed faintly as the 

electromagnetic field engaged. Saskia sat inside it cross-legged, 

looking small inside the copper mesh enclosure. 

“The ping should fire in approximately two minutes. The cage 

will block it. From the Scorpion’s end, your last known location 

will be wherever you were two hours ago.” 

“A flat in Bermondsey. The safe house they keep for 

operatives in transit.” 

“Good. They’ll assume you’re still there.” He checked the 

timer on his phone. The second hand swept past the marker. The 

ping fired. Inside the cage, the implant at the base of Saskia’s 
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skull sent its GPS signal—and hit a wall of copper and aluminium. 

The signal died three centimetres from her skin. 

The cage held. 

Harkness exhaled. “It worked. Two hours starting now.” 

He opened the cage. Saskia lay face-down on the procedure 

table. He pulled on surgical gloves, positioned the magnification 

loupes, and ran the ultrasound wand over the base of her skull. 

On the small screen: the implant appeared. Smaller than he 

had expected. The size of a grain of rice, embedded four 

millimetres beneath the skin, resting against the periosteum of 

the first cervical vertebra. A micro-antenna threaded along the 

subcutaneous tissue, extending roughly two centimetres laterally. 

“I can see it. About three millimetres by one and a half. 

The EMP needs to be positioned precisely to hit the main chip 

without affecting the surrounding nerves. This is delicate but 

straightforward. I’m administering the anaesthetic now.” 

He injected the local anaesthetic at the site. Saskia didn’t 

flinch. She had had worse. 

In the silence while they waited for the anaesthetic to take 

effect, he prepared the focused EMP device. His hands were 

steady. The clinical mind was fully in control now. This was 

surgery. This was what he had been trained for. 

“You asked me once what my real name was,” she said, face-

down, voice muffled slightly. “I said I’d tell you when this was 

over.” 

“I remember.” 
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“Soraya. My name is Soraya Khoury. And for twenty years, I 

have been no one. After tonight, I would very much like to be 

someone again.” 

Harkness’s hand paused over the device. He looked at the 

back of her head. The implant site. The place where a monster’s 

claim on her was embedded in her flesh. 

“You’ve always been someone, Soraya. You just haven’t been 

allowed to know it.” 

He positioned the EMP. “On three. You’ll feel a slight 

buzzing sensation. It shouldn’t hurt.” 

He counted. Pressed the trigger. 

A brief hum. On the ultrasound screen, the implant’s signal 

indicator flickered and died. The tiny electronic dot that had 

tracked Saskia—Soraya—across continents and through years of 

captivity went dark. 

No signal. No transmission. For the first time in over a 

decade, no one on Earth knew where Soraya Khoury was. 

“It’s done. I’m removing it now.” 

A tiny incision. Precise. The implant came out between the 

tips of surgical forceps—a sliver of metal and silicon smaller 

than a grain of rice, trailing a filament of antenna wire. 

Harkness dropped it into an evidence container. He closed the 

incision with a single suture and a sterile dressing. 

Professional. Clean. 

“It’s out.” 
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Saskia—Soraya—sat up slowly. She reached to the back of her 

neck. Touched the dressing. Touched the absence of the thing that 

had controlled her since adolescence. 

Her face did something Harkness had never seen. It broke. 

Not into tears. Into something harder to name: the specific 

expression of a person who has been holding their breath for 

twenty years and has just, finally, exhaled. 

“I can’t feel it. It’s gone. It’s actually gone.” 

“It’s gone. You’re free.” 

She looked at him. And then, for the first time, she smiled. 

Not the calculated smile of Mademoiselle Sorel, not the practised 

smile of Soraya Nadir, not the careful smile of a spy managing 

her asset. A real smile. Unrehearsed and unguarded and, in the 

warm light of a small procedure room in a suburban medical 

practice in southeast London, radiant. 

Harkness smiled back. 

Then his phone buzzed. 

 

* * * 

 

His face changed as he read it. Aldridge. The Bermondsey 

safe house. Govind Rao had been seen in the area thirty minutes 

ago. They were searching already. 

“How? The ping isn’t due for another ninety minutes—” 

“They’re not tracking the implant. They’re tracking you 

physically. Govind Rao must have followed you from the Bermondsey 

flat.” 
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The warmth of the moment evaporated. Harkness moved fast—

locking the procedure room, pulling blinds, checking the 

practice’s CCTV. Three cameras: front entrance, back door, car 

park. 

The car park camera showed a dark SUV, engine running, 

parked two hundred metres from the practice. Inside: a 

silhouette. Watching. 

“He’s here. Car park.” 

Saskia shifted into combat mode with an immediacy that was 

complete and instant. “My phone. The SIGNAL-X app. If they’ve 

compromised the app’s location services—not the messages, the app 

itself—they could track the phone independently of the implant.” 

Harkness grabbed her phone, removed the battery, put it in 

the Faraday cage. He dialled Aldridge. It rang and rang. Shah: 

same. “No one’s answering.” 

“Signal jamming. He’s running a localised jammer. Your calls 

won’t go through within a two-hundred-metre radius of his 

equipment.” 

They were cut off. Alone. With a professional killer sitting 

in the car park. 

“The back exit. A door to the alley behind the building. 

From there we can reach the main road—” 

“He’ll expect the back door. Govind Rao always covers exits. 

That’s his training.” 

“Then what do we do?” 
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Saskia looked around the practice. The examination rooms. 

The equipment. The ordinary furniture of a medical office. Then 

she saw something Harkness had not considered. 

“This building used to be a Victorian house. These old 

conversions usually have a coal cellar. Is there basement 

access?” 

“There’s a hatch in the storage room. It leads to a crawl 

space beneath the building. I’ve never been down there—just 

foundations and pipes.” 

“Foundations and pipes that extend to the property boundary. 

Victorian terraces share coal delivery tunnels. If the tunnel is 

intact, we can exit through the neighbouring building’s cellar. 

We come up fifty metres from where Govind Rao is watching. 

Outside his coverage.” 

Harkness stared at her. She grinned—a flash of the girl who 

had climbed his garden wall like a cat. “I’ve been escaping 

through tunnels since I was sixteen. Trust me.” 

 

* * * 

 

They found the hatch beneath boxes of medical supplies. 

Stale air rose when Harkness pulled it open. Darkness below, 

revealed in fragments by his phone torch: a low crawl space 

perhaps a metre high, dirt floor, brick walls dark with age, 

Victorian plumbing running along the ceiling. 
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Saskia went first. She dropped into the crawl space and 

moved with practised ease—on her elbows, navigating by instinct 

and the dim light of Harkness’s torch behind her. 

Harkness followed. It was tight. Claustrophobic. His 

shoulders brushed the walls. He could hear the muffled hum of 

traffic above—the main road, tantalisingly close. 

They reached a dividing wall. Old brick, with a gap at the 

base where the mortar had crumbled over decades. Saskia widened 

it with her hands, pulling loose bricks free without ceremony. 

The gap became an opening. Beyond it: another crawl space, 

identical to the first. The neighbouring building. 

They crawled through. The neighbouring cellar had a wooden 

hatch that opened into a storeroom stacked with restaurant 

supplies. The building next door was a Turkish restaurant, closed 

at this hour. 

They emerged into the kitchen. Dark. The smell of lamb and 

cumin. Harkness tried his phone. It connected. The jammer’s range 

had been exceeded. 

“Aldridge. It’s Harkness. We have a situation. Govind Rao is 

at my practice. We’ve evaded him but he’s between us and the safe 

house. Saskia’s implant has been removed. She’s free. We need 

extraction now.” 

“Where are you?” 

“The Turkish restaurant next to my practice. Coming out the 

front entrance in sixty seconds.” 

“Stay inside until my unit arrives. ETA four minutes. Do not 

go near the practice.” 
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They waited in the dark kitchen, breathing hard, covered in 

dust. Saskia reached up and touched the dressing on her neck 

again. The implant was gone. But the danger was not. 

“He won’t wait long,” she said quietly. “When neither of us 

exits the practice within the next few minutes, he’ll breach the 

building himself.” 

“Then he’ll find an empty building.” 

“He’ll find the hatch. He’ll follow us here.” 

A sound from the cellar below. Bricks scraping. 

They looked at each other. 

“Front door. Now.” 

They ran. Through the restaurant’s dining room—chairs and 

tables ghostly in the dark—to the front door. Harkness threw the 

bolt. They burst onto the street: cold air, streetlamps, the 

distant sound of traffic. 

Behind them, from inside the restaurant: a crash. Govind Rao 

emerging from the cellar. 

They ran. 

Two people through the East London night. A doctor and a 

spy, covered in cellar dust, sprinting towards a main road. 

Behind them, the restaurant door flew open and Govind Rao 

emerged—dark jacket, dark eyes, moving with the lethal economy of 

a man who had chased people down on four continents. 

He didn’t run. He walked. Fast and purposeful, but not 

running. Because Govind Rao never ran. Running implied 

desperation. He was not desperate. He was inevitable. 
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Harkness and Soraya reached Commercial Road. A bus stop. A 

convenience store open all night. Witnesses. Safety in numbers. 

Harkness pulled her into the shop. The shopkeeper looked up, 

startled. 

“Call the police. There’s a man following us.” 

Through the shop window, Govind Rao stood on the opposite 

pavement. He had stopped. Watching. Calculating. He could see 

witnesses. CCTV cameras. A public space. Whatever orders he 

carried, they didn’t extend to a massacre in a corner shop on a 

main road. He took out his phone, typed a brief message, then 

turned and walked away. Unhurried. Controlled. Vanishing into the 

night as though he had never been there. 

Sirens. Blue lights. The police unit Aldridge had dispatched 

arrived within the four minutes promised. Harkness showed his 

consultant credentials. They were bundled into the back of a 

police car. 

As the car pulled away, he looked back at the empty street. 

Govind Rao was gone. But the message he had typed on his phone 

would already have reached Han-Zo. And the message would have 

said: Soraya has defected. The doctor helped her. The implant is 

gone. 

The game had changed again. 

 

* * * 

 

The MI5 safe house was a nondescript flat in a purpose-built 

block in south London: bland furniture, venetian blinds, the 
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particular anonymity of a space designed for people who needed to 

not exist for a while. Two armed officers stood outside. Inside: 

Harkness, Soraya, Aldridge, and Charron. The four corners of the 

investigation, gathered in one room for the first time. 

Soraya sat on the sofa with a blanket around her shoulders 

and a cup of tea—Mrs. Lennox would have approved of both. The 

dressing on her neck was visible above her collar. She looked 

exhausted and different. Something fundamental had shifted in her 

bearing. The constant vigilance, the ceaseless calculation of 

threat, had eased. Not gone. But eased, in the way that a thing 

eases when its source has been removed. 

Charron stood by the window, keeping watch through the 

blinds from habit. Harkness sat in an armchair. Aldridge paced. 

Aldridge walked them through it: the mechanism of Scorpion 

recruitment through the Global Futures Symposium, the ideological 

profile they targeted, the network of believers rather than 

mercenaries. Soraya confirmed what Charron’s Paris files 

suggested: over two hundred names across twenty-three countries. 

But the inner circle—the people closest to Han-Zo—operated on a 

different system entirely. 

“The inner circle communicates through the dance. Through 

me. The coded performances at Le Papillon Noir were the only 

communication channel for the highest-level directives. No 

electronic trail. No digital record. Just movement, observed by 

people whose subconscious received the instruction without their 

conscious mind knowing it.” 
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“And now you’re out,” Aldridge said. “The communication 

channel is broken.” 

“Temporarily. They’ll find someone else. Train someone else. 

But that takes years. In the short term, the inner circle is 

blind. That’s our window.” 

Charron reported: Dmitriyeva was cooperating from custody, 

limited but useful. The Paris compound: Villeneuve was 

coordinating a DGSI raid for dawn. The Beckton secondary site: 

identified by drone surveillance, Shah was mapping it. The body 

camera footage from the Lantern House was with GCHQ for analysis, 

specifically the video conferencing equipment that had hosted 

Han-Zo’s digital presence. 

“If Shah can trace the conferencing system’s signal back to 

its origin point,” Soraya said, “she might be able to find Han-

Zo’s physical location. Every holographic projection has an 

origin. Every encrypted message has a routing signature, however 

deeply buried.” 

Aldridge turned to Harkness. “The countermeasure. Where are 

we?” 

Harkness opened the metal box from Cambridge. Inside: 

handwritten notes, diagrams, a USB drive, and three small vials 

of clear liquid, each one handled with the care given to things 

that are both precious and dangerous. 

“My father’s research includes the molecular structure of 

the dissolution agent and a compound that neutralises it. An 

antidote. It works by stabilising the atomic bonds that the 

weapon destabilises. In theory, a treated surface—or a treated 
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person—becomes immune to the dissolution effect. The beam can’t 

break bonds that have been reinforced at the quantum level.” 

“In theory?” Charron said. 

“My father never had the chance to test it at scale. These 

three vials are the only existing samples. I need to analyse 

them, replicate the formula, and test it against the Mark Eight 

samples from the Lantern House. If it works, we can produce it in 

quantity. Protective coatings. Personal treatments for field 

operatives. Eventually a defence system that makes the Scorpion’s 

entire weapons programme obsolete.” 

“How long?” 

“To analyse and replicate: a week. Maybe less with access to 

a proper laboratory. To test it: a few days more. To produce at 

scale—that’s a question for the MOD.” 

“I’ll speak to Whitehall. After Ross, they owe us several 

apologies and at least one favour. You’ll have whatever you 

need.” 

Harkness closed the box. His father’s legacy. Not a burden. 

Not guilt. A weapon and a shield, waiting to be completed. 

Charron turned to Soraya. “In Paris, before I came to 

London, I promised you extraction. I promised you freedom. I’m 

sorry it took this long.” 

“You came. That’s what matters.” She paused. “And Harkness 

came. That matters more.” 

Charron looked at Harkness. A brief nod of acknowledgment 

between professionals. Harkness wasn’t trained for this world. He 
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didn’t belong in it. But he had held his ground in every dark 

corner it had put him in. That counted for something. 

Aldridge looked at each of them in turn. “We have twenty-

four hours before the Scorpion regroups. Han-Zo knows the Lantern 

House is gone. He knows Soraya has defected. He knows Charron is 

alive and inside our circle. He’ll be moving. Changing locations, 

destroying evidence, cutting loose any assets that might be 

compromised. If we’re going to find him, it has to be now.” He 

paused. “Shah runs the trace. Villeneuve raids Paris at dawn. 

Beckton goes down tomorrow night. Dr. Harkness begins work on the 

antidote in the morning. Questions?” 

Silence. No questions. Only determination. 

“Then get some sleep. God knows when you’ll have the chance 

again.” 

 

* * * 

 

Aldridge left. Charron took the first watch by the window. 

Harkness packed his medical kit. 

Soraya remained on the sofa, blanket around her shoulders, 

staring at the wall. 

“Are you all right?” he asked quietly. 

“I don’t know. I’ve never been free before. I don’t know 

what it feels like.” 

“What does it feel like right now?” 

She thought about it honestly. For the first time in her 

life, answering a question without calculating its impact. 
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“Terrifying. And beautiful. Like falling and flying at the same 

time.” 

Harkness sat beside her on the sofa. Not touching. Just 

present. The way a good doctor sits with a patient who is coming 

through the worst of it. 

“Get some rest. Tomorrow we start building the thing that 

makes them mortal. And then we bring them down.” 

She looked at him. Nodded. Closed her eyes. 

For the first time in twenty years, she fell asleep without 

a tracking device monitoring her breathing. Without the knowledge 

that every minute of rest was borrowed from a captor who could 

recall her at any moment. Without the hum of electronic 

surveillance threaded through her dreams. 

She slept. And in sleep, her face softened. The masks fell 

away. Soraya Khoury, twenty-eight years old, born in Beirut, 

daughter of mathematicians, survivor of everything, slept. 

Harkness watched her for a moment. Then he opened his 

father’s notes and began to read. The antidote. The cure. The end 

of the Scorpion’s supremacy, written in the careful hand of a man 

who had spent twenty years protecting it, waiting for a son he 

had never been able to warn. 

By the window, Charron kept watch. The London night was 

quiet. The stars hidden behind cloud cover. Somewhere out there, 

Han-Zo was moving. Planning. Preparing. 

But in this small flat, in this forgettable building, on 

this unremarkable street, the people who would destroy him were 

gathered. And for the first time since the golden scorpion 
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appeared in a dead man’s pocket, the balance of power had 

shifted. 

Not much. But enough. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

The Living Death 

 

Grey light seeped through the venetian blinds. The safe 

house had accumulated the particular atmosphere of a room where 

four people had spent the night without sleeping—coffee cups, 

scattered papers, the blue glow of laptop screens. 

Charron stood at the window where Soraya had last seen him, 

though he had moved his chair closer to the radiator. His 

injuries from the Lantern House were healing but visible: 

butterfly closures across his left temple, his right hand wrapped 

in a compression bandage. He held his phone in his good hand, 

scrolling encrypted messages from Paris. 

Harkness sat at the kitchen table surrounded by his father’s 

notes. He had not slept. His eyes were red but focused. Equations 

and molecular diagrams covered every surface. He had been working 

through the night, translating thirty-year-old research into a 

language a modern laboratory could understand. 

Soraya was asleep on the sofa, the blanket tucked around 

her. In sleep, she looked younger. The tension that defined her 
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waking face had softened. The dressing on her neck was the only 

visible reminder of what had been done to her—and what had been 

undone. 

Harkness’s phone vibrated on the table. He read the message 

and his expression sharpened. 

“Shah’s got something,” he said quietly. “The trace on Han-

Zo’s holographic projection system. She’s identified a routing 

signature.” 

Charron crossed the room in three strides and read over 

Harkness’s shoulder. The signal had bounced through fourteen 

proxy servers across nine countries before reaching the Lantern 

House—standard obfuscation. But Shah had found an anomaly in the 

seventh relay: a 0.03-second latency spike consistent with a 

physical switch between fibre-optic networks. That spike narrowed 

the origin to a specific geographic region. 

“Surrey,” Charron said. “A twelve-square-kilometre area 

between Hampton Court and Esher. Residential. Heavily wooded. The 

kind of area where a large estate could operate with considerable 

privacy.” 

A voice from the sofa. 

“I know the location.” 

They turned. Soraya sat up, the blanket falling from her 

shoulders, her eyes clear and alert. She had been listening. 

“The facility near Hampton Court. I was taken there once, 

three years ago. A medical examination—Han-Zo’s personal 

physician. They sedated me for the journey, but I counted turns 

and estimated travel time. Cross-referenced with road maps later. 
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It’s an estate called Dovetail House. Victorian. Fifteen acres. 

Walled grounds. Registered to a shell company called Celestial 

Holdings Limited.” 

Charron was quiet for a moment. “You’ve known this the 

entire time.” 

“I’ve known a lot of things the entire time. I’ve been 

deciding which ones to share, and when. That’s how you survive 

twenty years inside the Scorpion.” 

Harkness watched her. The spy in repose. Even free, even 

among allies, she calibrated. Old habits did not die with the 

removal of an implant. “What else do you know about Dovetail 

House?” 

“Three levels above ground and at least two below. The 

underground levels are where Han-Zo conducts his primary 

operations: communications centre, laboratory, living quarters. 

The security is unlike anything you’ve encountered. Biometric 

locks, AI-driven perimeter surveillance, electromagnetic barriers 

that can disable any electronic device within a fifty-metre 

radius.” She paused. “And the blue ray. He has a weapon 

emplacement on the roof, concealed as a satellite array. It can 

target anything within line of sight. Vehicles, drones, 

helicopters—the beam dissolves them. It’s why no one has ever 

raided that location. It’s why Han-Zo doesn’t need an army. The 

building is the army.” 

The scale of the problem settled over the room. 

“Then we don’t approach from outside,” Charron said. “We 

approach from inside.” 
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Harkness understood where this was going before Charron 

finished the thought. “Han-Zo has been trying to recruit me since 

this started. My father’s research. My expertise. The Scorpion 

doesn’t want me dead—they want me working for them. That’s why 

the blue ray attack didn’t kill me. It was a demonstration, not 

an assassination. If I approach Han-Zo directly—offer myself—

he’ll let me in.” 

“You’re proposing to walk into a fortified compound 

controlled by a man who dissolves people, and offer him your 

services,” Charron said. 

“I’m proposing to walk in wearing a subdermal GPS tracker 

that will transmit my location to Aldridge’s team. Carrying a 

hidden camera streaming to a secure server. And buying time while 

Shah traces the internal network and your team breaches the 

perimeter defences from outside.” 

Soraya was on her feet. “The GPS won’t work. The 

electromagnetic barriers will disable it the moment you cross the 

threshold. The camera will go dark. You’ll be alone inside a 

building designed to be impenetrable, with a man who has killed 

hundreds of people, and no way to signal for help.” 

“Unless the GPS is shielded.” 

He held up one of the three vials from his father’s box. The 

clear liquid caught the dawn light. 

“The antidote doesn’t just neutralize the dissolution agent. 

It stabilizes molecular bonds at the quantum level. If I coat the 

GPS chip in this compound before it’s implanted, the 

electromagnetic pulse from Han-Zo’s barriers won’t be able to 
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disrupt the device’s circuitry. The bonds holding the chip 

together will be too strong to break. In theory.” 

“In theory,” Charron said. 

“My father developed it. He was right about everything 

else.” 

Soraya moved close to Harkness. Private. “If you do this and 

it goes wrong, there is no extraction. There is no rescue. The 

building will kill you before anyone can reach you.” 

“If I don’t do this, Han-Zo regroups. The Scorpion rebuilds. 

Everything we’ve done—everything you’ve sacrificed—means 

nothing.” 

She studied him. The man who had removed the implant from 

her neck. The man who had crawled through Victorian tunnels to 

keep her safe. The man who was now volunteering to walk into the 

most dangerous building in England. 

“Then I’m going to tell you everything I remember about the 

interior layout,” she said. “Every room. Every corridor. Every 

security protocol. Because if you’re going in, you’re going in 

prepared.” 

She sat at the table. Took a sheet of paper. Began to draw. 

 

* * * 

 

The Scotland Yard operations centre was a glass-walled room 

on the fourth floor, filled with screens displaying satellite 

feeds, network traffic visualisations, and a map of southeast 

England with a glowing box overlaid on the Surrey countryside. 
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Aldridge stood before the main display, jacket off, sleeves 

rolled, his team of twelve analysts working with quiet intensity 

around him. 

Harkness, Charron, and Soraya entered. Aldridge nodded once 

and turned to the screen. 

Satellite imagery confirmed Dovetail House: a Grade II 

listed Victorian estate purchased in 2011 by Celestial Holdings 

Limited, registered in the British Virgin Islands. Extensive 

renovation since purchase under the guise of telecommunications 

infrastructure and energy research. Planning records showed the 

council had approved every application. No inspections recorded. 

Shah’s reconnaissance drone had identified fourteen camera 

positions on the wall, at least eight more on the building, all 

networked and automated. No human guard patrols—none visible. The 

surveillance was entirely AI-driven. And the thermal imaging from 

below ground showed heat signatures consistent with server rooms 

or laboratory equipment, the main building itself insulated to a 

degree suggesting deliberate shielding. 

“No conventional approach will work,” Aldridge said, walking 

them through the wireframe model assembled from the satellite 

data. “Armed officers, tactical vehicles, air support—they’ll be 

engaged and neutralised before reaching the building. We’d be 

sending people to die.” He looked at Harkness. “Dr. Harkness, you 

are a consultant to this investigation. You are not a field 

operative. You have no tactical training, no experience in 

hostile environments—” 
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“I’m the only person Han-Zo wants alive. That makes me the 

only person who can get through the front door.” 

“Assuming he doesn’t simply dissolve you on arrival.” 

“He won’t. He needs my father’s research. He’s been trying 

to recover it for twenty years. I’m going to offer it to him.” 

Silence in the operations centre. Every analyst had stopped 

working. 

Charron laid it out: Harkness approaches Dovetail House 

openly, presenting himself as a disillusioned researcher who has 

recognised the antidote’s value and wants to negotiate. Subdermal 

GPS tracker coated in the stabilisation compound. A concealed 

recording device using the same shielding. Once inside, he 

transmits his location, buying time while Shah identifies a 

breach point. 

“And if the shielding doesn’t work?” 

“Then Harkness is on his own inside a fortress with no 

communications.” Charron looked at Soraya. “Which is why we need 

a contingency. Soraya has identified the location of Han-Zo’s 

power systems—the generators that run the electromagnetic 

barriers and the directed energy weapon. Those systems require 

cooling water, and the cooling infrastructure connects to the 

mains supply through a pipe that runs beneath the perimeter 

wall.” 

Shah: “If we access that pipe, we can disrupt the cooling 

system. Without cooling, the generators overheat within twenty 

minutes. The barriers drop. The weapon goes offline.” 
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“Twenty minutes is a long time when a man is inside a 

building with a murderer,” Aldridge said. 

“Then I’ll have to be interesting enough to keep alive for 

twenty minutes.” 

Aldridge looked at each of them in turn. Then he took out 

his phone. “I need to call Whitehall. This goes above my 

authority. If we’re mounting an assault on a fortified civilian 

property in Surrey, I need authorisation from the Home Secretary 

at minimum.” 

“Villeneuve raids Paris in seventy minutes,” Charron said. 

“If we don’t move simultaneously, Han-Zo will be warned. He’ll 

evacuate. We’ll lose him.” 

Aldridge paused. “Then I’d better call fast.” 

He walked to the far end of the room. Through the glass, 

they could see him talking with the controlled urgency of a man 

asking permission to do something unprecedented. 

 

* * * 

 

Soraya stopped Harkness while he was preparing to leave for 

the laboratory. She spoke low enough that only he could hear. 

“There’s something I didn’t say in front of the others. 

About Dovetail House. About Han-Zo.” 

When she was taken there three years ago, the medical 

examination had not been routine. Han-Zo’s physician had been 

testing a new compound. A paralytic agent derived from the 

dissolution formula. It didn’t kill. It immobilised. Complete 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  207 

 

conscious paralysis—the subject aware, alert, able to see and 

hear and feel everything, but unable to move, unable to speak, 

unable to signal distress. Han-Zo called it the living death. 

“He tested it on you,” Harkness said. 

“For four hours. I was fully conscious. I could feel the 

examination table beneath me. I could hear the physician 

discussing my vital signs. I could see the ceiling. I could not 

blink. I could not swallow. I could not scream.” She said it 

without inflection, the way she had told him about Cairo and the 

locked room—the steadiness of someone who has rehearsed an 

account so many times that it has become a recitation. “For four 

hours, I was buried alive inside my own body.” 

The horror of it registered on Harkness’s face not as 

revulsion but as rage. The clean, clinical anger of a doctor 

confronted with the deliberate infliction of suffering. “The 

paralytic. Is it airborne? Injectable? Contact-based?” 

“Injectable. Administered via a micro-needle small enough to 

be concealed in a handshake, a touch, a piece of furniture. Onset 

is twelve seconds. Duration depends on dose. The four-hour 

version they used on me was a high dose. A standard application 

lasts thirty to sixty minutes.” 

“If Han-Zo uses it on me inside the facility—” 

“You’ll be conscious. Helpless. And he’ll have all the time 

in the world to do whatever he wants. Including extracting every 

piece of information from your mind while you watch.” 

Harkness was already thinking. His father’s antidote 

stabilized molecular bonds. If it protected silicon from 
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electromagnetic disruption, it might also protect neural pathways 

from chemical paralysis. The same principle, different 

application. 

“I need a laboratory. Two hours. And the second vial.” 

 

* * * 

 

The forensic toxicology laboratory at King’s College 

London’s Denmark Hill campus had been commandeered for Harkness’s 

use by order of the Home Secretary, its staff cleared on security 

grounds. He had ninety minutes. 

The second vial from his father’s box was already in the NMR 

scanner. On the screen, the molecular structure resolved in three 

dimensions: a complex organic compound, a polycyclic framework of 

carbon and nitrogen atoms arranged in a geometry Harkness had 

never encountered in any published research. His father had 

invented this alone, in secret, using equipment two decades 

behind what Harkness had access to now. 

“Carbon-nitrogen lattice with quantum-stabilized bonds,” he 

said to himself, reading the structure. “The compound literally 

reinforces the forces holding matter together. Dad, you were 

years ahead of everyone.” 

He cross-referenced the NMR data with known pharmacological 

agents—specifically, paralytic compounds in the curare family. 

The data confirmed his hypothesis. The antidote’s stabilisation 

effect worked on biological systems as well as inorganic ones. By 

reinforcing neural membrane integrity, it should prevent the 
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paralytic agent from disrupting neuromuscular transmission. The 

nerves couldn’t be interrupted if their molecular bonds were too 

strong to break. 

Dosage calculations took twenty minutes with AI assistance: 

0.3 millilitres, intramuscular injection, administered forty-five 

minutes before expected exposure. Effective duration 

approximately four hours. 

Harkness prepared two syringes. The first: the antidote 

compound at the calculated protective dose. The second: a 

concentrated solution sufficient to coat the GPS chip. He 

injected the first syringe into his own upper arm. A slight 

sting. A faint warmth spreading from the site. The compound 

entering his bloodstream, beginning its work. 

He looked at the clock. Ninety minutes until the operation 

began. He packed his equipment and left. 

His phone rang as he stepped into the corridor. Aldridge. 

The reconnaissance drone over Dovetail House had gone dark. 

Signal lost twelve minutes ago. A two-hundred-thousand-pound 

military surveillance drone with hardened electronics, taken out 

by the barrier from the ground. 

“The GPS chip is coated,” Harkness said. “It’s protected.” 

“By an untested compound created by a dead man twenty years 

ago. Dr. Harkness, I’m giving you one last opportunity to 

reconsider.” 

Harkness looked at the syringe in his bag. The antidote 

already in his blood. His father’s legacy, flowing through his 

veins. 
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“I’ll see you at the staging point. Forty-five minutes.” 

 

* * * 

 

A country lane bordered by ancient oaks. The kind of road 

that appeared on postcards: green, idyllic, quintessentially 

English. Today it was lined with unmarked vehicles. An SCO19 

tactical van. An ambulance. A mobile communications unit. And a 

police helicopter, rotors still, waiting on a flat stretch of 

meadow. 

Harkness arrived in an unmarked car. He stepped out into 

cold air. Birds singing. The incongruity of this pastoral setting 

and the operation about to commence was almost surreal. 

Aldridge and Charron waited in tactical vests. Shah was in 

the communications van, her screens showing satellite imagery 

thirty minutes stale since the drone went down. Soraya was not 

here. She had been moved to a secondary safe house—operational 

security. If this went wrong, she was the only person who could 

testify to the Scorpion’s full scope. She could not be risked. 

Shah met Harkness with the GPS chip: a tiny sliver of 

silicon now coated in a faintly iridescent film, his father’s 

compound bonded to the circuitry at a molecular level. She had 

run an EMP test at seventy percent of the barrier’s estimated 

output. The chip had survived. 

“Seventy percent,” Harkness said. 
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“It’s the best I can do without the actual barrier to test 

against. Seventy percent is a strong result. But it’s not a 

hundred.” 

“Understood.” 

Shah inserted the chip subcutaneously in his left forearm. A 

small plaster. A faint red dot on her monitor confirming the 

signal. 

“We’re tracking you,” Aldridge said. “For as long as the 

signal holds, we know where you are. The moment you’re inside the 

building, the real test begins. If the signal doesn’t survive the 

barrier, you breach on the contingency timeline. Twenty minutes 

from your entry. Shah’s team disables the cooling system. We come 

in when the barriers drop.” 

“Twenty minutes. That’s the maximum I can hold without 

communication. After that, we come in regardless.” 

Harkness nodded. He removed his phone, his watch, everything 

electronic except the chip in his arm. Charron handed him a small 

leather briefcase. Inside: a printed copy of his father’s 

antidote research, redacted and with key formulae altered. A 

convincing fake. Enough to engage Han-Zo’s scientific attention. 

Not enough to be useful. It would take his scientists hours to 

discover the alterations. 

“Keep him talking,” Charron said. “Keep him interested. Keep 

him thinking you’re more valuable alive than dead. Buy time. It’s 

the oldest strategy in espionage.” 

Harkness took the briefcase. He looked at Aldridge, at 

Charron, at Shah through the van’s open doors. These people were 
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trusting him with their operation. He was trusting them with his 

life. 

“Right,” he said. “I’m going to walk up to a criminal 

mastermind’s front door and ring the bell. Wish me luck.” 

“Luck is for people without a plan,” Charron said. 

“Then wish me a plan.” 

He walked. Down the country lane, towards the gates of 

Dovetail House. Alone. A doctor carrying a briefcase. Behind him, 

the assembled might of British law enforcement watched a red dot 

moving on Shah’s screen and held its breath. 

 

* * * 

 

The gate was wrought iron, set into a brick wall three 

metres high. Old. Elegant. A camera mounted on each gatepost, 

their lenses tracking Harkness’s approach with inhuman 

smoothness—AI-driven, anticipating his movement before he made 

it. 

Harkness stopped before the gate. There was no intercom. No 

bell. No visible means of announcing oneself. Just the cameras, 

the wall, and the long gravel drive beyond, winding through an 

avenue of lime trees towards a house that looked, from this 

distance, like any other grand Victorian estate. 

He waited. Ten seconds. Twenty. 

The gate opened. Smoothly, silently, the heavy iron swinging 

inward on hidden motors. No voice. No challenge. No 

acknowledgment. Just an open path. 
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Harkness walked in. 

The gravel crunched beneath his feet. The sound was absurdly 

loud in the quiet of the grounds. No birds here, he noticed. The 

woodland that surrounded the estate was silent. As if even nature 

understood that this was not a place where living things were 

welcome. 

The drive curved. The house came into view. 

Dovetail House was beautiful. Red brick, white stone trim, 

tall sash windows, a porticoed entrance with Corinthian columns. 

A house built for entertaining, for garden parties, for the 

comfortable certainties of the Victorian upper class. It looked 

like a heritage property. It looked like a museum. It looked 

entirely innocent. 

Except for the satellite array on the roof. Closer now, 

Harkness could see that it was larger than any communications 

equipment would require. The dish elements arranged in a pattern 

that matched no standard configuration. And at its centre, a 

cylindrical housing that could contain a lens assembly. Or a 

weapon. 

The front door opened before he could knock. Oak. Heavy. 

Deliberate. 

Inside: a marble hallway, dark wood panelling, a staircase 

curving upward. Period paintings on the walls—landscapes, 

portraits, a history of England in oil. And standing in the 

centre, waiting: a young Chinese man, early thirties, impeccably 

dressed, his posture military. 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  214 

 

“Dr. Harkness. You are expected. My name is Lin. I will 

escort you.” 

“Expected?” 

“The surveillance system identified you at the gate. Your 

facial biometrics, gait pattern, and vocal signature were 

confirmed against our records within two seconds of your arrival. 

The Master has been anticipating your visit.” 

Harkness absorbed this. They had known he was coming. Not 

because of a betrayal or intelligence failure—because Han-Zo had 

calculated that Harkness would eventually come here. The chess 

master, three moves ahead. 

“Then he’ll know why I’m here.” 

“He knows everything, Dr. Harkness. Please follow me.” 

Lin led him through the house. The transition from the 

period hallway to the interior was gradual but unmistakable: oak 

panelling giving way to polished concrete, oil paintings to 

screens displaying data streams, crystal chandeliers to concealed 

LED arrays. The Victorian exterior was a shell. Inside, Dovetail 

House was something else entirely. 

They passed through a library—genuine, floor-to-ceiling 

shelves of rare books alongside digital archives. Through a room 

of screens showing news feeds from every major network on Earth. 

Through a gallery of scientific instruments, some historical, 

some cutting-edge, displayed like art. Harkness noticed: no other 

people. No guards beyond Lin. The house appeared empty. But the 

cameras followed his every step. 
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They reached a lift—modern, steel-doored, concealed behind a 

sliding bookcase. Lin pressed a biometric panel. 

“The lower levels. You may experience a mild electromagnetic 

sensation as we descend. This is normal.” 

Harkness stepped in. The lift descended. 

He felt it as they passed below ground level: a pressure in 

his temples, a faint buzzing in his fillings, a sensation like 

static electricity crawling across his skin. The electromagnetic 

barrier. He was passing through it. 

In his left forearm, the GPS chip encountered the field at 

full strength. The pulse hit the chip’s circuitry—and met the 

molecular coating. The antidote compound held. The bonds refused 

to break. The pulse washed over the chip like water over stone. 

The chip continued to transmit. 

 

* * * 

 

In the mobile communications van at the staging area, Shah 

watched her screen. The red dot descended below the surface. 

Entered the electromagnetic barrier’s zone. 

The signal flickered. Wavered. For three agonising seconds, 

the dot disappeared. 

Then it returned. Steady. Strong. Broadcasting from twenty 

metres below ground. 

Shah exhaled. “It’s holding. The compound is holding. We 

have him.” 
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Aldridge leaned forward. The dot moved on the screen—a 

corridor, a turn, another corridor. Harkness was being led 

through the underground complex, and for the first time, they 

could see inside Han-Zo’s fortress. 

“Send the go signal to Paris,” Aldridge said. “We’re on.” 

 

* * * 

 

The lift opened onto a corridor that Harkness recognised 

from Soraya’s drawings but that nothing could have prepared him 

for in person. 

The walls were dark stone—not the concrete of a modern 

bunker, but ancient stone, as if the underground levels were 

older than the house above. Between the stone, conduits of fibre-

optic cable pulsed with light. Screens embedded in the walls 

displayed real-time data: weather patterns, financial markets, 

communications intercepts from around the world. The fusion of 

ancient and modern that defined the Scorpion, rendered in 

architecture. 

Lin led Harkness to a door at the corridor’s end. Dark wood, 

carved with intricate patterns of scorpions forming a mandala. He 

opened it. 

The room beyond. 

A circular chamber, perhaps fifteen metres in diameter, with 

a domed ceiling displaying a projection of the night sky—stars, 

constellations, galaxies rendered in perfect detail, as if the 

room were open to the cosmos. The floor was black marble, 
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polished to a mirror finish, reflecting the stars above so that 

standing in the room felt like floating in space between two 

infinities. 

Around the perimeter: screens. Dozens of them. Some showing 

the data feeds from the corridor, others showing camera feeds of 

the estate, others showing faces—politicians, military leaders, 

corporate executives, files and dossiers scrolling alongside each 

image. The Scorpion’s intelligence archive, displayed like a 

gallery of the damned. 

And at the centre, on a raised platform of three black 

marble steps: a chair. Not a throne. Something more restrained. A 

high-backed seat of dark wood and leather, surrounded by a 

semicircle of holographic displays floating at arm height. A 

command centre built for one person. 

The chair was occupied. 

Han-Zo sat with his back to the entrance. His silhouette 

visible against the star field: tall, thin, motionless. A long 

robe of dark silk. The head covered by a cowl—the same cowl 

Harkness had seen in his garden on the first night, in his 

nightmares, in the surveillance footage that had haunted this 

investigation from its first moment. 

Lin withdrew. The door closed. Harkness was alone in the 

room with the master of the Silver Scorpion. 

Silence. The star field rotated slowly above. The screens 

pulsed with information. The room breathed with quiet power. Then 

Han-Zo spoke. 
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“Dr. Harkness. I have been waiting for you for twenty 

years.” 

The voice was filtered through an AI processing system that 

removed identifying characteristics, but beneath the processing 

something ancient and precise remained. The voice of authority so 

absolute that it had no need to assert itself. Harkness stood at 

the edge of the circular room. His briefcase in his hand. The GPS 

chip in his arm, broadcasting his position to the people who were 

coming to save him. 

“Then you know why I’m here.” 

Han-Zo’s chair rotated. Slowly. The cowl faced Harkness. 

Beneath it: darkness. No face visible. Only the faintest gleam of 

eyes, reflecting the star field. 

“You carry your father’s research. The compound that 

stabilizes matter at the quantum level. The antidote to the 

Scorpion’s weapon. You have come to offer it to me in exchange 

for… what? Safety? Money? The woman?” 

“Answers.” 

A pause. Then—unexpectedly—Han-Zo laughed. It was a strange 

sound through the voice modulator: layered, harmonic, not 

entirely human. “Answers. A scientist’s currency. Your father 

said the same thing, in this very room, thirty years ago. He sat 

where you stand and asked me to explain myself. I obliged him. He 

was horrified. And then he spent two decades developing the means 

to destroy everything I’d shown him. You are very much his son.” 

Harkness’s breath caught. “My father was here.” 
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“Your father was one of us. For five years, he worked in 

this laboratory. He contributed more to the advancement of the 

Scorpion’s capabilities than any other Western scientist in our 

history. The dissolution agent—the molecular destabilization 

technology that powers our weapon—was refined using your father’s 

research into atomic bond disruption. He believed he was working 

on materials science. He was. Materials science applied to the 

selective destruction of matter.” 

Harkness absorbed this. His father. Here. In this 

underground facility. Contributing to the weapon that now 

threatened the world. The knowledge landed like a physical blow. 

But he held steady. He had prepared for this. 

“And when he realised what his research was being used for, 

he left.” 

“He fled. Took his notes. Hid his findings. And spent the 

rest of his life developing the antidote in secret, terrified 

that I would find him before he completed his work. I did not 

find him. He died with his guilt and his genius and his desperate 

hope that someone would finish what he started. And now his son 

stands before me with a briefcase.” 

Han-Zo rose. He was taller than Harkness had expected—over 

six feet, thin as a blade, the robe falling in folds that 

suggested a body that was old but not frail. He descended the 

three steps and approached. Each step deliberate. Measured. The 

walk of a man who had never once been rushed. 

“Show me.” 
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Harkness opened the briefcase. Inside: printed pages of 

molecular diagrams, spectral analyses, synthesis protocols. His 

father’s work, redacted and altered by Charron’s team. Convincing 

enough to engage a formidable scientific mind. Flawed enough to 

be useless. 

Han-Zo took the pages. His cowled head bowed over the 

molecular diagrams. Harkness watched those eyes—the only part of 

Han-Zo that was visible—move across the formulae with the 

sharpness of someone who understood precisely what they were 

reading. 

“A polycyclic carbon-nitrogen framework. Quantum 

stabilisation through forced covalent reinforcement. Elegant. 

Your father always preferred elegance to brute force. That was 

his weakness and his genius.” The eyes lifted. “This is 

incomplete.” 

“The synthesis pathway in section three requires a catalytic 

process my father didn’t describe in the written notes. He kept 

it in his head. Deliberately. A safeguard against exactly this 

situation.” 

“And you know the missing process.” 

“I worked it out from his preliminary data. It took me six 

months. The process is in my head, not on paper. My father taught 

me well.” 

“So you carry the last piece of the puzzle. The key that 

makes my weapon obsolete. And you’ve brought it directly to me.” 

“I’ve brought it because I want to understand. Why. What the 

Celestial Age actually means. What you’re building. My father 
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understood it and was horrified. I want to understand it and make 

my own judgment.” 

Han-Zo studied him. The silence stretched. The star field 

rotated. “Your father was afraid of the idea. You are not afraid 

of the idea. You are afraid of me. There is an important 

difference.” 

“I’m not afraid of you. I’m afraid of what happens if you 

succeed.” 

“Then let me show you what success looks like.” 

He gestured. The screens shifted. The dossiers and news 

feeds were replaced by a single unified display: a vision. 

Cities. Infrastructure. Technology. A world reimagined. Clean 

energy systems, medical breakthroughs, educational 

infrastructure, a global network of innovation centred not on 

Silicon Valley or London but on Beijing, Mumbai, Jakarta, 

Nairobi. 

“The Celestial Age is not domination,” Han-Zo said, moving 

among the screens. “It is correction. For three centuries, the 

West has extracted the intellectual and material wealth of the 

East and called it progress. The mathematics, the engineering, 

the philosophy, the medicine—appropriated, rebranded, attributed 

to European minds. I propose a rebalancing. Not conquest. 

Restoration.” 

“This looks like a utopia,” Harkness said. 

“Every utopia requires enforcement. The weapon ensures that 

no government, no military, no institution can prevent the 

transition. The dissolution agent is not meant to destroy. It is 
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meant to make resistance impossible. When any material can be 

unmade, what is the purpose of armies? Of borders? Of the 

structures of power that maintain an unjust world?” 

“You’re talking about absolute power. One organisation. One 

weapon. No accountability.” 

“I am talking about the end of the nation-state as a 

mechanism of control. The end of resource hoarding. The end of 

the systems that allow seven percent of the world’s population to 

consume forty percent of its resources while the rest labour and 

starve.” 

“Through terror.” 

“Through capability,” Han-Zo said sharply. “The weapon has 

never been used on a civilian target. Every deployment has been 

defensive. The blue ray that struck your home was calibrated to 

destroy property, not life. I do not murder civilians, Doctor. I 

remove obstacles. There is a distinction.” 

“Tell that to the people Le Balafré killed. Tell that to the 

agents your organisation has eliminated. Tell that to the 

children you kidnapped and enslaved to serve as communication 

relays.” 

Han-Zo’s eyes narrowed behind the cowl. “Soraya told you her 

story. She has always been sentimental. A flaw I was unable to 

train out of her.” 

“She told me the truth. About what was done to her. About 

what was done to her parents. About the locked room in Cairo and 

the four hours of conscious paralysis you inflicted on her as an 

experiment.” 
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“The living death is not cruelty, Doctor. It is a 

demonstration of precision. The ability to immobilise without 

harm. To control without damage. Imagine a world where conflict 

can be resolved by rendering combatants temporarily unable to 

fight, rather than by killing them. Is that not more humane than 

a bullet?” 

“It’s slavery. Dressed up in philosophy.” 

The word hung in the throne room. Slavery. The screens 

flickered. The star field turned. 

Han-Zo moved. Fast—faster than Harkness would have believed 

possible for a man of his age. His hand came up, and in it 

something glinted: a ring, and from the ring, a micro-needle 

extending like a wasp’s sting. 

“You came here to stall me, Doctor. I admire the courage. 

Your father had it too. But I have been watching the 

electromagnetic signature of the chip in your arm since you 

entered my facility. A GPS transponder, coated in the very 

compound you claim to be offering me. You carry the antidote in 

your body. Did you think I wouldn’t detect it?” 

Harkness’s blood ran cold. 

“Your friends are outside. A tactical unit. A helicopter. A 

woman at a console tracking your position. I’ve known since you 

walked through my gate. And I let you in anyway. Because I wanted 

to meet my old friend’s son. Because I wanted you to see this 

room. And because the electromagnetic pulse that will now destroy 

your tracking device—and disable every nerve in your body—was 

activated thirty seconds ago.” 
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Harkness felt it. A wave of pressure. The electromagnetic 

barrier cranked to maximum output. The air itself seemed to 

thicken. Every screen in the room flickered. The star field 

stuttered. 

In his left forearm, the GPS chip encountered the full force 

of the barrier—not the seventy percent that Shah had tested, not 

the field he had passed through in the lift, but everything. The 

complete electromagnetic fury of Han-Zo’s defensive system, 

focused on one tiny piece of shielded silicon. 

The compound held. 

The molecular bonds, reinforced at the quantum level by his 

father’s antidote, refused to break. The pulse hit them and 

scattered. The chip continued to transmit. A tiny, defiant 

signal, broadcasting from twenty metres below a Surrey mansion, 

refusing to die. 

But Han-Zo did not know this. He believed the chip was dead. 

And the micro-needle on his ring finger pressed into Harkness’s 

wrist. 

A mosquito bite. Nothing. And then— 

The paralytic agent entered his bloodstream. 

Twelve seconds. That was what Soraya had said. Twelve 

seconds to total paralysis. 

Harkness counted. 

One. Two. Three. The drug reaching his extremities—fingers 

tingling, toes going numb. Four. Five. Six. His legs weakening. 

He staggered. Seven. Eight. Nine. His arms ceasing to respond. 
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The briefcase fell from his hand, scattering papers across the 

black marble floor. Ten. Eleven. 

Twelve. 

Harkness stood. 

His fingers twitched. His legs burned. But he stood. 

The antidote. His father’s compound, injected into his 

bloodstream two hours ago. Stabilising his neural pathways. 

Reinforcing the molecular bonds that the paralytic agent was 

trying to break. The drug hit the reinforced nerves and found 

them immovable. It could not stop the signal. It could not 

silence the body. 

Harkness’s hands shook. His vision blurred at the edges. The 

antidote didn’t eliminate the effect completely—it reduced it. He 

was weakened, slower, his muscles aching as though he had run a 

marathon. But he was not paralysed. 

He was on his feet. 

Han-Zo stared at him. For the first time, those ancient eyes 

behind the cowl showed something Harkness had not seen there 

before. 

Surprise. 

“The antidote,” Harkness said, hoarse, fighting the drug’s 

residual effect. “It doesn’t just stabilize matter. It stabilizes 

biology. Nerves. Muscles. The molecular bonds that your paralytic 

tries to break. My father didn’t just build a shield against your 

weapon. He built a shield against everything you are.” 
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Han-Zo took a step back. The first retreat Harkness had ever 

seen from this man. The first crack in the edifice of absolute 

control. 

“Interesting,” Han-Zo said, recalibrating. “Your father was 

more thorough than I realised. But you are still inside my 

facility. You are still surrounded by my systems. And the 

compound in your blood will metabolize. The protection is 

temporary. Mine is permanent.” 

He raised his hand. The ring glinted. “A higher dose, 

Doctor. The living death at full strength. Let us see how long 

your father’s shield holds.” 

 

* * * 

 

Shah’s screen in the communications van: the red dot, still 

broadcasting, still alive. 

“The signal survived a full-power pulse. The compound is 

holding. But Harkness’s position hasn’t moved in three minutes. 

He’s in the large underground room—central to the structure.” 

“The throne room,” Aldridge said. “He’s with Han-Zo. Shah—

where are we on the cooling system?” 

“The team is at the water main. Ready on your order. Once 

the cooling fails, the generators overheat in fifteen to twenty 

minutes. Barriers drop. The weapon goes offline.” 

“Do it. Now.” 
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Shah signalled. Somewhere beneath the Surrey countryside, a 

specialist team cut through a water main. The cooling water that 

fed Han-Zo’s generators began to drain. The clock started. 

“Twenty minutes. Get the tactical unit moving. I want them 

at the wall the moment those barriers fall.” 

The operation surged into motion. Vehicles started. Officers 

checked weapons. The helicopter’s rotors began to turn. On Shah’s 

screen, the red dot remained still. Harkness was in the throne 

room. Whatever was happening down there, they could not hear it 

or see it or affect it. All they could do was watch a dot on a 

screen and trust that a dead man’s chemistry held. 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness backed away from Han-Zo. The residual effect of the 

first dose made his movements sluggish and uncertain. His vision 

swam at the edges. But his mind was clear. The antidote protected 

neural function even as the body struggled. 

Han-Zo advanced. The ring extended. The micro-needle 

glistening with a fresh charge. 

“You cannot run. There is no exit from this room that I have 

not controlled. The door is sealed. The lift requires my 

biometric authorisation. You are, as you have been since you 

entered my gate, entirely within my power.” 

“You said you admired courage. Prove it. Let me ask you one 

question. If your answer convinces me that the Celestial Age is 

worth fighting for, I’ll give you the real synthesis pathway. The 
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full formula. Everything you need to make my father’s antidote 

irrelevant.” 

Han-Zo stopped. The micro-needle hovered in the air between 

them. 

“One question.” 

“Soraya Khoury. You took her from her parents when she was 

six years old. You had her parents killed. You locked her in a 

room in Cairo and trained her like an animal for sixteen years. 

You implanted a tracking device in her body. You tested the 

living death on her for four hours. She was a child. If the 

Celestial Age requires the enslavement of children, how is it 

different from every system of power that came before it?” 

The room was silent. The star field turned. The screens 

pulsed. 

“Sacrifice,” Han-Zo said slowly. “Every great transformation 

requires it. The child becomes the instrument. The instrument 

serves the mission. The mission redeems the sacrifice. Soraya’s 

suffering is not meaningless—it is the price of a new world. One 

child against the liberation of billions.” 

“Except it’s never one child. It’s seven in Soraya’s cohort 

alone. Two dead. One missing. And how many before them? How many 

since? How many children has the Scorpion consumed to fuel this 

transformation?” 

“You sound like your father.” 

“I take that as a compliment.” 
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Han-Zo’s hand dropped. The micro-needle retracted. Something 

had shifted—not compassion, not remorse, but a recognition that 

the conversation had moved beyond simple coercion. 

“Your father asked me the same question. In this room. 

Thirty years ago. I gave him the same answer. He was not 

convinced. He left. He built the antidote. And now his son stands 

here with the same moral certainty and the same naïvety. You 

Harkness men. You believe the world can be changed by chemistry 

and good intentions.” 

“My father changed the world by making your weapon obsolete. 

I’m here to finish what he started.” 

A sound. Distant. A deep, mechanical groan—the sound of 

overheating generators. The cooling system had failed. 

Han-Zo’s head turned. For the first time, his attention left 

Harkness. He listened. The groan became a whine. Somewhere deep 

in the facility, metal was expanding, systems straining, alarms 

beginning to sound. 

“The cooling system,” he said, almost to himself. “They’ve 

cut the water supply.” 

He moved to the holographic displays and swiped through 

screens. Emergency readings. Temperature gauges climbing. Power 

output dropping. The electromagnetic barrier, the directed energy 

weapon, the entire defensive infrastructure of Dovetail House—all 

powered by generators now overheating without their cooling 

water. 
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“The tracker in your arm. It survived my pulse. Your people 

know exactly where you are. And they’ve been dismantling my 

defences while we talked.” 

“I told you. I came for answers. My friends came for you.” 

The lights flickered. The star field on the dome stuttered, 

galaxies freezing mid-rotation. The screens around the room went 

dark one by one, like eyes closing. The generators were failing. 

Han-Zo stood very still in his darkening throne room. The 

kingdom he had built, the fortress he had designed, the 

technology he had amassed over decades—shutting down around him. 

The empire of the Silver Scorpion, defeated not by armies or 

weapons, but by a cut water pipe and a dead man’s chemistry. 

“The Scorpion, when trapped, stings itself.” 

He reached into his robe. A small metallic device. A single 

recessed button. Harkness recognised it from Soraya’s briefing: a 

self-destruct trigger. The facility was rigged. One press and the 

underground levels would be consumed by thermite charges embedded 

in the walls. 

“I built this place. I will not let it be taken. The servers 

will burn. The research will be destroyed. The evidence will 

vanish. And you, Doctor, will vanish with it. Unless you run. 

Right now. The emergency exit behind the eastern screen. A tunnel 

that surfaces in the woodland two hundred metres outside the 

wall. You have four minutes.” 

“Come with me.” 

The words surprised both of them. Harkness had not planned 

to say them. But the doctor in him—the part that could not watch 
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anyone choose death without offering an alternative—spoke before 

the strategist could stop it. “It’s over. The network is 

compromised. Paris is being raided. The Lantern House is gone. 

Soraya is free. Your weapon is neutralised. Come with me and 

stand trial. Let the world judge whether the Celestial Age was 

worth what it cost.” 

Han-Zo looked at him. Behind the cowl, the ancient eyes held 

an expression Harkness could not read. Rage? Sorrow? Contempt? Or 

something more complex—the look of a man who has spent a lifetime 

believing he was right and is, in this moment, facing the 

possibility that belief alone was not enough. 

“Your father made the same offer. I refused then. I refuse 

now. The Scorpion does not submit to the judgment of the world it 

was designed to transform. Go, Doctor. Carry the antidote into 

the future. And know that the idea survives the building. It 

always does.” 

He pressed the button. 

A deep thud resonated through the facility. The thermite 

charges had ignited. Somewhere below, the lowest level was 

already burning. The heat would rise. The destruction would 

climb. Four minutes. 

Harkness looked at Han-Zo one last time. The master of the 

Silver Scorpion, standing in his throne room as it died around 

him. The cowl. The robe. The darkness where a face should be. A 

figure from a nightmare that had begun when a cowled shadow 

appeared in Harkness’s garden on the first night of this story. 

Harkness ran. 
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* * * 

 

Behind the eastern screen: a door. A corridor. A tunnel—

narrow, concrete, lit by emergency strips that flickered as the 

power failed. Harkness ran. His legs were unsteady, the 

paralytic’s residual effect fighting his every stride. The tunnel 

sloped upward. Behind him, the temperature rose. The roar of 

thermite—a chemical fire that could not be extinguished by water—

filled the underground like the breathing of something vast and 

angry. 

He ran. The tunnel narrowed. The ceiling lowered. He was 

climbing, hands on rough concrete, pulling himself upward. Ahead: 

a hatch. Rusted. Locked with a manual bolt. 

He threw the bolt. His weakened hands slipped. He gripped 

harder. The bolt screamed and gave. The hatch opened. 

Daylight. Cold air. The smell of earth and leaves. 

Harkness pulled himself out of the tunnel onto the woodland 

floor. Leaf mould. Bracken. The grey sky of a Surrey afternoon. 

He rolled onto his back, gasping, and looked back at the hatch. 

From below: heat. A pillar of superheated air rising from the 

depths, shimmering the trees, carrying the smell of burning metal 

and melting stone. Dovetail House was consuming itself from the 

inside. 

 

* * * 
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On the other side of the wall, the operation was in full 

swing. The electromagnetic barrier had dropped four minutes ago. 

SCO19 officers poured through the main gate, tactical vehicles on 

the gravel, the helicopter thundering overhead. But they were too 

late for the building. 

Dovetail House shuddered. The ground-floor windows blew out 

in sequence, releasing gouts of white-hot flame from the thermite 

burning below. The satellite array on the roof—the weapon that 

could dissolve matter—tilted, warped, and collapsed inward as the 

structure beneath it failed. 

The building did not explode. It sank. The underground 

levels, consumed by thermite, collapsed, and the Victorian 

mansion above settled into the void like a ship going down. Brick 

and stone and glass and history, descending into the earth. A 

building committing suicide. 

Officers retreated to a safe distance. The helicopter pulled 

away. Shah, in the communications van, watched the red dot emerge 

from the woodland beyond the wall—alive, moving, outside the 

building. 

“Harkness is clear. He’s outside the wall. West side. Two 

hundred metres into the woodland. He’s alive.” 

“Get a medic to him. Now.” 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness sat against a tree. His suit was ruined—dust, 

sweat, the acrid smell of chemical fire. His left arm throbbed 
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where the GPS chip continued its patient, faithful broadcast. His 

wrist bore a tiny puncture mark where Han-Zo’s needle had found 

him. 

Through the trees, he could see smoke rising from where 

Dovetail House had stood. A column of grey and white, climbing 

into the Surrey sky, marking the grave of the Scorpion’s 

fortress. 

Charron reached him first. Running through the bracken, 

dropping to one knee beside him. 

“Are you injured?” 

“He used the paralytic on me. The antidote held. Mostly. I’m 

functional but impaired. I need monitoring for the next few 

hours—the drug interaction is unpredictable.” 

“And Han-Zo?” 

Harkness looked at the smoke. “He stayed. He chose the fire. 

‘The Scorpion, when trapped, stings itself.’” 

Charron was quiet for a moment. “Or he wants us to think he 

did.” 

The thought landed. Han-Zo had told Harkness about the 

escape tunnel. Han-Zo had given him four minutes. Han-Zo was a 

man who had survived for decades by being three moves ahead. 

“You think he escaped.” 

“I think a man who builds escape tunnels for his enemies 

probably builds better ones for himself. We won’t know until the 

forensic team sifts through the wreckage. If they find remains, 

it’s over. If they don’t…” 

“Then it’s not.” 
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Both men contemplated the smoke. A medic arrived. Harkness 

submitted to examination—blood pressure, neurological response, a 

blood draw to analyse the interaction between the antidote and 

the paralytic. The doctor in him watched his own treatment with 

clinical interest even as the man in him was still processing 

what had happened in the throne room. 

His phone buzzed. Encrypted. From a number he recognised. 

Soraya. 

Two words: Are you alive? 

He typed back: I’m alive. He’s gone. Building destroyed. 

Coming home. 

A pause. Then: Home. I don’t know what that word means yet. 

But I’d like to learn. 

Harkness stared at the message. Then he closed his eyes and 

leaned his head against the tree. Above him, birds that had been 

silent on the estate grounds were singing in the free woodland. 

The smoke drifted. The sky was grey and ordinary and English. 

 

* * * 

 

The safe house that evening. Harkness on the same sofa where 

Soraya had slept the night before, his suit replaced with 

borrowed clothes, a cup of tea going cold on the table. A medic 

had been and gone. The antidote was metabolizing. The paralytic 

clearing his system. 

Aldridge stood at the window, on the phone. The Beckton raid 

was hours away. The Paris operation was yielding intelligence—
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server data, financial records, names. The Scorpion’s middle 

circle was unravelling. 

Charron sat opposite Harkness, a glass of something amber in 

his hand. His first drink in weeks. He had earned it. 

“You met him. Face to face. What was he like?” 

“Brilliant. Certain. Completely convinced that enslaving 

children and dissolving people was a reasonable price for his 

vision of a better world. He sounded like every tyrant in 

history—just smarter and better equipped.” 

“Did you believe any of it?” 

“The diagnosis of the problem? The history of exploitation, 

the imbalance of power? Yes. He’s not wrong about what’s broken. 

He’s catastrophically wrong about how to fix it.” 

“That’s the dangerous part. Han-Zo isn’t mad. He’s not 

irrational. He’s lucid and principled and absolutely willing to 

cause suffering for a cause he believes in. The most dangerous 

people usually are.” 

A door opened. Soraya entered, brought from the secondary 

safe house now that Dovetail House was a smoking crater. She 

looked tired and relieved and, under both, something else: young. 

Each time Harkness saw her, another layer of the mask had fallen. 

She saw him. Crossed the room. Sat beside him on the sofa. 

Took his hand. A simple gesture, unrehearsed, and for a woman who 

had spent her life performing, that simplicity meant everything. 

“You came back.” 

“I promised.” 
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She saw the puncture mark on his wrist. Touched it gently. 

She knew what it was. She had felt the same needle. “He used it 

on you.” 

“It didn’t work. Dad’s antidote. It held.” 

She was quiet for a moment. “Your father’s shield protected 

you from the thing that imprisoned me for twenty years. I wish I 

could thank him.” 

“He’d have liked you. He’d have been furious about what was 

done to you. And he’d have taken the implant out of your neck 

with a steadier hand than mine.” 

She almost smiled. 

“Is it over?” 

Harkness looked at Charron. Charron looked at the window. 

“Dovetail House is destroyed. The Paris compound is in DGSI 

hands. Beckton goes down tonight. The middle circle is broken. 

But Han-Zo’s body hasn’t been confirmed. And the idea—the 

Celestial Age—survives the man who created it.” 

Aldridge turned from the window. The Beckton operation was 

hours away. Shah was running the tactical brief. He needed 

Charron and Soraya at the Yard by 2200 hours for final 

coordination. He looked at Harkness. 

“Dr. Harkness. You did something extraordinarily brave and 

remarkably stupid today. You are not trained for this. You could 

have died. And you almost certainly saved this investigation.” 

The faintest smile crossed his face—the closest Harkness had ever 

seen to warmth from the inspector. Then it was gone. “Now get 

some rest. Doctor’s orders.” 
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Aldridge and Charron left. The safe house was quiet. 

Harkness and Soraya sat on the sofa. Her hand in his. The 

London night outside the window. The hum of the city, distant and 

alive. The smell of tea going cold. 

“I never asked you,” she said. “When Han-Zo offered you the 

vision—the Celestial Age, the world remade—were you tempted?” 

A long beat. “For about three seconds. He’s good at the 

pitch. Then I thought about you in that locked room in Cairo, 

eight years old, reading chemistry primers because the 

alternative was worse. And the three seconds ended.” 

She squeezed his hand. He squeezed back. 

Outside, somewhere in London, the Beckton operation was 

being planned. Evidence catalogued. Warrants signed. The 

machinery of justice turning. 

And in the ruins of Dovetail House, beneath tonnes of 

collapsed Victorian brick and still-cooling thermite, the 

forensic question waited: was there a body? Had the Scorpion 

truly stung itself? Or had the most dangerous mind in the world 

walked out of another burning building, three moves ahead, 

already planning the next game? 

The stars turned above a city that didn’t know how close it 

had come. The world was, for now, a little bit safer. 

But not safe enough. Not yet. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Heart of Govind Rao 

 

The Ganges at first light. Golden. Ancient. The stone steps 

of the ghats descending into water that had carried prayers and 

ashes for three thousand years. Smoke from the cremation fires 
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drifted across the surface. Bells rang from a temple. Dogs slept 

on warm stone. 

A boy sat on the lowest step, his feet in the river. He was 

perhaps twelve years old. Thin. Dark-skinned, his hair cropped 

close. He wore a cotton shirt two sizes too large, the sleeves 

rolled past his wrists. His eyes were old—the eyes of a child who 

had already seen things that could not be unseen. 

This was Govind Rao. 

Behind him, the city was waking. Pilgrims descended the 

steps. A priest prepared offerings. A boatman pushed off from the 

ghat with a pole, carrying tourists into the golden morning. The 

ordinary machinery of the holiest city in India, turning as it 

had turned for millennia. 

The boy watched the cremation fires. Two pyres burned on 

Manikarnika Ghat, the bodies shrouded in white cloth, the flames 

reaching upward in the windless dawn. He watched without 

flinching. He had been watching these fires every morning for a 

month, since his mother was burned on this same ghat and her 

ashes given to the river. 

A voice behind him. Cultured. Patient. 

The boy didn’t turn. He had learned not to react to 

unexpected voices. In the alleys of Varanasi, an unexpected voice 

could mean a pickpocket, a tout, a predator. Stillness was safer 

than curiosity. 

“My mother is in the river,” the boy said. 

“I know. I arranged her cremation. The sandalwood. The 

priest. The flowers. Your mother deserved a proper departure.” 
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The boy turned. 

Behind him stood a man. Middle-aged. Indian. Dressed in 

simple white linen—expensive linen, the kind that looked plain 

until you understood fabric. His face was unremarkable: broad, 

calm, the face of a civil servant or a teacher. But his hands 

were not unremarkable. They were scarred across the knuckles and 

palms—the hands of a man who had fought, often and well. 

“You knew my mother?” 

“I knew your father. He worked for an organisation that 

values loyalty and intelligence above all things. Your father had 

both. He served with distinction for nine years. When he died, 

the organisation lost a great asset. When your mother died, you 

lost everything.” 

The boy’s face hardened. Twelve years old and the expression 

was already a mask. “My father was a night watchman. He died in a 

factory accident.” 

“Your father was a security operative for the oldest and 

most powerful organisation in Asia. He died protecting a shipment 

of technology that will one day change the world. He was not a 

watchman. He was a warrior. And you are his son.” 

The boy stared at him. The river moved behind him. The 

cremation fires burned. A choice was being offered, in this 

moment, on this ancient step, beside this ancient water, that 

would define the rest of his life. 

“The organisation takes care of the families of those who 

serve. Education. Training. Purpose. I can offer you all three. 
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Or I can leave you here, and the city will consume you within the 

year. There is no middle path, child. There never is.” 

The boy looked at the river. At the fires. At the city 

rising behind the ghats, indifferent and vast. He was twelve 

years old and alone in the world and a man with scarred hands was 

offering him something that sounded like salvation. 

He stood. He followed the man up the steps. 

 

A training compound. The boy at fourteen, fifteen, in a 

martial arts courtyard, practising Kalaripayattu with an 

intensity that bordered on religious devotion. His body was 

changing: muscle replacing childhood softness, speed becoming 

reflex, violence becoming language. 

A classroom. The boy at sixteen, studying surveillance 

techniques on a computer screen. Camera angles, tracking methods, 

counter-surveillance protocols. He learned with the same ferocity 

he brought to the martial arts. Knowledge is armour. Ignorance is 

death. The organisation taught this. He believed it. 

A darkened room. The boy at eighteen, now a man, kneeling 

before a holographic projection—a cowled figure, robed, faceless. 

The voice that emerged was filtered and layered and inhuman. 

“Govind Rao. You have completed your training. You are now 

an instrument of the Scorpion. Your loyalty is not to a person. 

It is to the idea. The Celestial Age. Do you understand?” 

“I understand, Master.” 

“Your first assignment. A woman will be delivered to Paris. 

She is an asset of considerable value. You will protect her. You 
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will watch her. You will ensure she fulfils her function. Her 

name is Soraya.” 

 

Paris. Montmartre. Le Papillon Noir. Govind Rao—now the man, 

lean and watchful in dark clothes—stood at the back of the club 

as Saskia performed for the first time. The dance of coded 

gestures. The arms deals and intelligence exchanges conducted 

through movement. 

The first night was professional. He catalogued exit points, 

sight lines, threat vectors, the audience composition. He 

identified Le Balafré at a corner table, the scarred man’s eyes 

never leaving Saskia, his attention a mixture of ownership and 

contempt. 

The second night, something shifted. He watched the dance 

again, and this time his attention caught on a detail that had 

nothing to do with security: the way Saskia’s hand paused, mid-

gesture, at the apex of a sweep. A tiny hesitation. Almost 

invisible. The coded instruction was delivered perfectly—the 

audience received its subliminal command—but in that pause, 

Govind Rao saw something his training should have flagged as 

irrelevant and his heart recognised as essential: she hated it. 

Every gesture. Every movement. Every night of performing a 

language she had been forced to learn in a room she had been 

locked inside as a child. 

He recognised the hatred. It was the same hatred he carried—

the cold, banked furnace of a person doing what they were built 

to do while knowing, in some unreachable part of themselves, that 
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they had been built wrong. That the blueprints were drawn by 

someone else. That the machine was perfect and the person inside 

it was screaming. 

He watched her dance. And something happened that was not in 

the training manuals, not in the Scorpion’s protocols, not in any 

calculation Han-Zo had made when he assigned a lonely warrior to 

guard a captive dancer. 

Govind Rao fell in love. 

Not suddenly. Not dramatically. It happened the way real 

things happen: slowly, invisibly, without permission. He watched 

her dance night after night and saw not the coded gestures but 

the woman behind them. The intelligence. The rage she hid behind 

the mask of obedience. The way she read language primers on her 

phone between performances, still studying, still accumulating 

the only currency she had. He recognised her. He recognised 

himself. 

Two children, stolen from their lives, trained into weapons, 

serving a master they had never seen. The only difference: Govind 

Rao had chosen. Saskia had not. 

He never told her. He never touched her. He never stepped 

outside the boundaries of his assignment. But he guarded her with 

a ferocity that exceeded his orders. When Le Balafré threatened 

her, Govind Rao was there. When the Paris compound’s security 

protocols failed, Govind Rao compensated. When she was afraid—and 

she was afraid often, though she showed it to no one—he 

positioned himself between her and whatever had frightened her, a 

wall of muscle and silence and unspoken devotion. 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  245 

 

She knew. Of course she knew. Saskia read people the way 

Harkness read molecular diagrams. She saw the love and she did 

not address it, because addressing it would make it real, and 

reality was dangerous in the Scorpion’s world. So they existed in 

the space between the spoken and the understood, the bodyguard 

and the prisoner, the man who loved and the woman who could not 

afford to be loved. 

Until a doctor with steady hands walked into a consultation 

room and offered Saskia something Govind Rao never could. 

A way out. 

 

* * * 

 

He stood on a rooftop overlooking Beckton in the present 

night, alone. Below him, the industrial sprawl stretched towards 

the Thames—warehouses, chemical works, the ghostly towers of the 

sewage treatment plant, all rendered in the amber glow of sodium 

streetlamps. 

His phone showed an encrypted message thread: instructions 

from a handler he had never met in person, relayed through the 

Scorpion’s remaining communication network. The network was 

fractured now. The Paris compound gone. Dovetail House a smoking 

ruin. But the Beckton secondary site was still active, still 

waiting. 

SECURE BECKTON. PROTECT SERVERS. SCORPION PRIORITY ALPHA. 

He read it. Read it again. And for the first time in twenty-

three years of absolute obedience, he did not immediately comply. 
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He put the phone in his pocket. Looked at the sky. The stars 

were invisible behind London’s light pollution, but he looked for 

them anyway. In Varanasi, the stars were visible. In Varanasi, 

his mother’s ashes had been given to a river that carried them 

towards the sea. In Varanasi, a man with scarred hands had 

offered him a life and he had accepted. 

He had followed orders ever since. Every one. Without 

question. Without hesitation. Without the luxury of conscience. 

Because the boy on the ghat had nothing, and the organisation had 

given him everything, and the debt of that gift had governed 

every breath he’d taken for twenty-three years. 

But Saskia was free now. The implant was gone. She was 

somewhere safe, beyond the Scorpion’s reach, and the man who had 

freed her had walked into Han-Zo’s throne room and walked out 

alive. And Han-Zo, who was supposed to be invincible, was either 

dead in a burning mansion or running like a hunted animal. 

The world had changed. The question was whether Govind Rao 

could change with it. 

 

* * * 

 

The Scotland Yard operations centre had the electric focus 

of a room preparing for war. Shah’s team at full strength, 

fourteen analysts monitoring separate feeds, the main display 

showing a wireframe model of the Beckton secondary site: a 

warehouse complex on the Thames estuary, registered to a shipping 
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company called Pacific Horizon Logistics, itself a subsidiary of 

Celestial Holdings Limited. 

Aldridge stood before the display, jacket off, his fourth 

coffee since Dovetail House. Charron sat at a console speaking 

rapid French to Villeneuve in Paris—eighteen arrests and four 

terabytes of server data, the middle circle of the Scorpion’s 

European operations being processed through French intelligence 

as they spoke. 

Harkness entered. He had changed and showered but the 

exhaustion was visible, and the paralytic’s after-effects 

lingered: a slight tremor in his hands, a stiffness in his 

movements. He should have been resting. 

“I told you to sleep,” Aldridge said, without looking up. 

“I slept for forty minutes. What’s the situation?” 

Beckton: a warehouse complex with shielded walls carrying 

the same electromagnetic signature as Dovetail House, but weaker. 

No directed energy weapon detectable. This was a data centre, not 

a fortress. Servers, communications equipment, possibly a 

secondary laboratory. Thermal imaging showed eight to twelve 

individuals inside. And the loading dock had been active for the 

past hour. Vehicles arriving and departing. 

“They’re evacuating,” Charron said, pulling off his headset. 

“Han-Zo—or whoever’s running what’s left of the network—has given 

the order to scrub the Beckton site. After Dovetail House and 

Paris, they have to assume every known location is compromised.” 
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“Which means we move now, not at midnight. If they finish 

the evacuation, we get an empty building and wiped servers. Shah—

how long to mobilise?” 

SCO19 was on standby at the Royal Albert Dock, fifteen 

minutes away. Marine Policing Unit would cover the Thames side. 

They would go in thirty minutes. 

Charron crossed to Harkness. Low. “Something from the Paris 

data. Villeneuve’s team found personnel files on the servers. 

Including a complete dossier on Govind Rao.” 

He handed Harkness a tablet. A photograph of Govind Rao, 

younger, perhaps twenty. The same watchful eyes. Below it, a file 

in Mandarin and English. Real name: Govind Rao Vikram. Born 

Varanasi, 1989. Father: Prem Vikram, Scorpion operative, killed 

in service 2000. Mother: Sunita Vikram, died 2001, natural 

causes. Recruited age twelve. Trained for six years. Assigned to 

Soraya Nadir protection detail, 2013. Loyalty rating: absolute. 

“Han-Zo’s own assessment,” Charron said. “Govind Rao has 

never disobeyed an order. Never questioned an assignment. The 

most reliable enforcer in the organisation for over a decade.” 

“And he’s been in love with Soraya the entire time.” 

Charron paused. “The file doesn’t mention that.” 

“It wouldn’t. But I saw him at the practice. In the tunnels. 

The way he moved when he was pursuing us. When we escaped, he 

didn’t pursue with full commitment. He could have caught us in 

that restaurant—the delay was barely thirty seconds. He chose not 

to. Because catching us meant catching her. And catching her 

meant returning her to Han-Zo.” 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  249 

 

“The living death. Or worse.” 

“He let us go. Not because he’s weak. Because he couldn’t 

bear to be the one who brought her back.” 

Charron was quiet for a moment, recalibrating. Not just an 

enforcer. A man. A man in love with a woman he had been ordered 

to imprison. 

“If Govind Rao is at Beckton tonight, and his loyalty is 

fracturing, that changes the tactical picture. A conflicted asset 

inside the target building is either a tremendous advantage or a 

catastrophic liability. Depending on which way he falls.” 

“What if we reach him first? Give him a choice. A real one. 

Not the choice a man with scarred hands gave a twelve-year-old on 

the ghats of Varanasi. An actual, informed, adult choice. Han-Zo 

is gone—or his fortress is. The network is disintegrating. If 

there’s any part of him that’s still the boy who lost his mother, 

the man who loves a woman he was ordered to guard—he deserves the 

chance to choose differently.” 

“And if he doesn’t choose differently?” 

“Then we know. And we act accordingly.” 

Aldridge’s voice cut across the room: briefing in five. The 

last Scorpion facility on British soil. After tonight, they were 

either done or they had failed. 

Harkness pocketed the tablet. Govind Rao’s photograph 

staring up from the screen. The watchful eyes. The mask of 

obedience. He thought: I know what it’s like to be defined by 

your father’s choices. I know what it’s like to carry a legacy 

you didn’t ask for. 
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He joined the briefing. 

 

* * * 

 

The heart of the Scorpion’s secondary UK operation was a 

cavernous space that had once been a shipping warehouse, now 

filled with rows of server racks whose LEDs blinked in the 

darkness like a constellation of small busy stars. The hum of 

cooling fans. The clinical glow of overhead strips. Temperature 

maintained at a precise eighteen degrees Celsius. 

Govind Rao moved through the racks. Four technicians worked 

at terminals, their faces lit by screens showing data transfer 

progress bars—copying the servers’ contents to portable drives, 

terabytes of the Scorpion’s operational intelligence. Two armed 

guards patrolled the external doors. And in a glass-walled office 

at the far end of the server room, a woman Govind Rao had not 

seen before. 

Fifties. Chinese. Tall and angular in a charcoal suit, 

speaking into a satellite phone with the authority of someone 

accustomed to being obeyed. Madam Dorian. One of Han-Zo’s inner 

circle. Her presence at Beckton meant the evacuation was 

sanctioned at the highest level. It meant the Scorpion was not 

dead—it was retreating, regrouping, preparing to reconstitute. 

She stepped out of the office and approached him. 

“Status report.” 

Data transfer sixty-three percent complete. Forty-seven 

minutes to finish. External cameras functioning. No police 
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activity within a one-kilometre radius. But the Met had increased 

patrols in East London since Dovetail House. 

“We have less time than forty-seven minutes. Accelerate the 

transfer. Prioritise the financial records and the asset 

database. The money and the people cannot be reconstructed.” 

He turned to relay the order. Madam Dorian stopped him. 

“Govind Rao. There is an additional matter. Soraya Nadir.” 

The name hit him like a physical force. He controlled the 

reaction—years of training compressed the flinch into a 

microsecond adjustment of posture—but Madam Dorian was watching 

for exactly this. She saw it. 

“Han-Zo’s standing order regarding defectors has not been 

rescinded. Soraya removed her tracking implant with the help of 

the British doctor. She has almost certainly shared intelligence 

with Scotland Yard and Interpol. She represents the single 

greatest security breach in the organisation’s history. The order 

is termination. You were her assigned protector. The 

responsibility for her failure is yours. The responsibility for 

correcting that failure is also yours.” 

Govind Rao stood very still. The server room hummed around 

him. The technicians typed. The progress bars crawled towards 

completion. Everything was normal. Everything was exactly as it 

had always been: an order, a duty, a target. 

Except this time the target was the woman he had loved in 

silence for eleven years. 

“The order is acknowledged.” 
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“The order is not merely acknowledged. It is to be executed 

within seventy-two hours. Is that clear?” 

“Clear.” 

Madam Dorian studied him. The loyalty rating: absolute. The 

file said he had never disobeyed. The file said nothing about 

love. The file, like all files, contained only the facts that 

were written down. 

She returned to her office. 

Govind Rao watched her go. Then he turned to the server 

room. The blinking lights. The progress bars. The ordered 

machinery of an organisation that had taken a starving boy from a 

river bank and made him into something efficient and deadly and 

empty. 

He reached into his jacket. Removed the kit bag he had 

brought from the rooftop. Unzipped it. Inside: tools, weapons, 

the instruments of his trade. And beneath them, wrapped in cloth, 

something he had carried for eleven years and never shown to 

anyone. 

A photograph. Printed on paper—never digital, because 

digital could be found and decoded and used as evidence. A 

photograph of Saskia, taken from a distance at Le Papillon Noir, 

between performances. She was not dancing. She was sitting at a 

small table backstage, reading something on her phone, and 

smiling. Not the performance smile. A private smile. Something 

she had seen on the screen that amused her for a genuine, 

unguarded second. 
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Eleven years. Eleven years of watching her. Protecting her. 

Loving her from the other side of an order he could never 

disobey. 

He put the photograph back. Zipped the bag. And made a 

decision. 

 

* * * 

 

The tactical convoy moved without lights through the 

industrial wasteland of Beckton—three armoured vehicles and an 

unmarked van, gliding towards the warehouse complex like sharks 

through murky water. In the communications van, Harkness sat 

beside Shah, her screens showing drone footage of the warehouse 

from three hundred metres, the two perimeter guards visible in 

thermal as they walked their circuit. 

“Is there a way to broadcast into the building?” Harkness 

asked, low. “A phone number, a frequency, anything I could use to 

reach someone inside?” 

Shah stared at him when he told her who he was calling. 

“The man who chased you through a tunnel twelve hours ago.” 

“The man who let us escape. I want to talk to him before the 

shooting starts. If I’m wrong, we lose nothing. If I’m right, we 

might gain an ally inside that building.” 

She considered it. Then she cracked their external relay, 

routed the call through the building’s own system. It would look 

like internal communications. Two minutes before their security 

protocols flagged the connection. 
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Harkness took the handset. Took a breath. Dialled. 

 

* * * 

 

Govind Rao’s phone vibrated. An internal network number—

routine traffic. He answered. 

Silence for a moment. Then: 

“Govind Rao. This is Dr. Keppel Harkness.” 

His hand tightened on the phone. He moved instinctively—away 

from the technicians, away from the guards, into the narrow 

corridor between server racks where the hum of the machines 

provided cover. 

“How did you reach this number?” 

“That doesn’t matter. You have about ninety seconds before 

your security system flags this call, so I’m going to talk and 

you’re going to listen. Police tactical units are surrounding 

your building right now. They will breach in approximately ten 

minutes. Everyone inside will be arrested. The servers will be 

seized. The evacuation is not going to succeed.” 

“Then why are you calling me?” 

“Because I know who you are. Born Varanasi, 1989. Recruited 

at twelve after your mother died. Trained for six years. Assigned 

to protect Soraya Nadir in 2013. You’ve done everything the 

Scorpion asked of you for twenty-three years. And tonight they’ve 

ordered you to kill the woman you love.” 

A long pause. The server racks hummed. Somewhere in the 

building, a technician typed. A progress bar advanced. 
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“You know nothing about what I feel.” 

“I know you let us escape. In the restaurant. You could have 

caught us in thirty seconds. You didn’t. Because catching Soraya 

meant returning her to Han-Zo. And you couldn’t do that. Not to 

her.” 

“That is an operational interpretation. Not a personal one.” 

“Call it whatever you need to. Here’s the reality: Han-Zo’s 

fortress is a hole in the ground. The Paris compound is in French 

custody. After tonight, Beckton will be in ours. The Scorpion’s 

infrastructure in Europe is finished. Whatever you were told 

about the Celestial Age—it’s over. The idea might survive. But 

the organisation that was going to make it real is burning. You 

can burn with it. Or you can walk out.” 

“Walk out to what? A prison cell. Interrogation. A lifetime 

as a traitor to the only family I have ever known.” 

“Walk out to the possibility that Soraya lives. That the 

termination order dies with the organisation that gave it. That 

the man who has protected her for eleven years gets to protect 

her one last time—by choosing not to kill her.” 

The silence stretched. In the communications van, Harkness 

gripped the handset. In the server room, Govind Rao gripped the 

phone. Two men, separated by a few hundred metres of East London 

night, connected by a woman neither of them could stop thinking 

about. 

“She is safe?” 
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“She’s safe. The implant is gone. She’s in witness 

protection. New identity. New life. She’s free, Govind Rao. For 

the first time since she was six years old, she’s free.” 

“Good,” he said, and something in his voice cracked—the 

smallest fracture in twenty-three years of perfect composure. 

“That is… good.” 

A beep on the call. Security flagging the connection. 

Seconds left. 

“The breach is in eight minutes. If you want to help, 

disable the electromagnetic shielding. Open the loading dock 

doors. And keep Madam Dorian away from the server destruction 

protocols. Her freedom depends on those servers surviving 

tonight. If those drives are wiped, we lose evidence that could 

protect Soraya’s testimony and convict the people who enslaved 

her.” 

The call cut. Security override. The line went dead. 

Govind Rao stood in the corridor between the server racks. 

The phone dark in his hand. The hum of the machines around him. 

The blinking lights like the stars he could not see from the 

London rooftop. 

Eight minutes. 

He walked to the control panel at the north end of the 

server room. The electromagnetic shielding controls—a simple 

interface, designed for authorised personnel. His biometric 

clearance was among the highest in the organisation. The panel 

recognised his palm print without hesitation. 
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He looked at the controls. Two options. The first: reinforce 

the shielding, seal the doors, activate defensive protocols. 

Protect the Scorpion as he had protected it for twenty-three 

years. The second: drop the shields, open the doors, let the 

world in. 

He thought of Varanasi. The boy on the ghat. The man with 

scarred hands who had offered him a life. The life he had been 

given, built on the foundation of a dead father’s service to an 

organisation that stole children and called it recruitment, 

trained them to kill and called it loyalty, enslaved a woman and 

called it duty. 

He thought of the photograph. The private smile. 

He thought of the order. Termination. Seventy-two hours. The 

woman he loved, reduced to a security problem. A loose end. A 

target. 

Govind Rao placed his palm on the control panel. 

And dropped the shields. 

The electromagnetic barrier fell. Every screen in the 

building flickered as the signal jamming ceased. The loading 

dock’s automated locks disengaged with a heavy clunk that echoed 

through the warehouse. 

Madam Dorian’s head snapped up. She stared through the glass 

of her office at Govind Rao standing at the control panel. 

Understanding arrived in her eyes like a blade. 

“What have you done?” 

Govind Rao turned to face her. For the first time in twenty-

three years of obedience, his face was not a mask. It was open. 
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Clear. The face of a man who had finally made a choice that 

belonged to him. 

“Something I should have done a long time ago.” 

 

* * * 

 

The loading dock doors rolled open. From inside the 

building, light spilled onto the concrete forecourt. 

Charron, crouched behind an industrial skip with the SCO19 

team, watched the doors open. He checked his radio. The 

electromagnetic signature had dropped to zero. Someone inside had 

disabled the shielding. 

“Could be a trap or a gift,” Aldridge said over the radio. 

“Either way, we’re going in. All units—breach. Now. Go.” 

The operation erupted. SCO19 officers poured through the 

loading dock, weapons up, torches cutting through the warehouse 

gloom. Professional calls: Armed police, show your hands. Bravo 

team hit the south entrance simultaneously. The Marine unit moved 

on the river side. 

The east building was empty. Stripped. Whatever had been 

stored there had been removed—outlines on the floor, marks on the 

walls where shelving had been bolted. The evacuation had already 

reached this building. 

The server room: the technicians scrambled from their 

terminals, hands up, terrified. Data workers, not soldiers. They 

surrendered immediately. The two armed guards made different 

choices. The first—younger, panicked—dropped his weapon and 
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knelt. The second raised his gun. A single SCO19 round, non-

lethal, hit body armour. He went down hard and was subdued. 

The west building yielded something unexpected: a chemical 

laboratory. Benches, fume hoods, refrigeration units. And on one 

bench, a rack of glass vials containing a pale blue liquid that 

caught the officers’ torchlight with an eerie luminescence. 

Harkness heard the call in the communications van. His pulse 

spiked. 

“Bravo team, do not handle those vials. Maintain a two-metre 

clearance. The blue liquid is likely a derivative of the 

dissolution agent. If the containment is compromised—if even a 

drop makes contact with exposed skin—it will begin molecular 

destabilisation on contact. Seal the room and post a guard. I 

need those vials intact for analysis.” 

The production logs on the workstation told the rest of the 

story. Batch manufacturing of the Mark Eight compound over the 

past eighteen months. At least forty litres produced, most of it 

shipped overseas—destination codes, not locations. Some of it 

still here. 

“Forty litres,” Harkness said. “That’s enough dissolution 

agent to destroy a small city. The Scorpion wasn’t just 

threatening to use the weapon. They were stockpiling it. 

Preparing for deployment at scale.” 

The scale crystallised. This had never been just blackmail 

and espionage. The Scorpion was preparing for a phase change—from 

covert influence to overt power. The Celestial Age had not been 

rhetoric. It had been a battle plan. 
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* * * 

 

Charron moved through the server room. The racks were 

intact. The drives still connected. The progress bars on the 

evacuation screens showed eighty-one percent complete—but the 

transfer had stopped. Someone had pulled the plug. 

Govind Rao. 

He stood at the control panel, hands raised, palms open. The 

universal gesture of surrender. But his eyes were not 

surrendered. They were clear and steady and focused on Charron 

with the calm intensity of a man who had decided exactly where he 

stood. 

“The servers are intact. I stopped the data transfer and 

disconnected the destruction protocols. Every file, every record, 

every piece of evidence stored at this facility is preserved. I 

will cooperate fully with your investigation.” 

Charron looked at him. The man who had nearly garrotted him 

at the Lantern House. The man who had chased Harkness and Soraya 

through tunnels. The man with a loyalty rating of absolute. 

“Why?” 

Govind Rao lowered his hands. Slowly. Carefully. He knew a 

dozen weapons were trained on him. He did not appear to care. 

“Because the Scorpion ordered me to kill Soraya. And I 

discovered that there is a limit to absolute loyalty. I have 

found it. It is here.” 
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Charron signalled the officers. Govind Rao was handcuffed—

gently, by the standards of tactical operations—and led towards 

the loading bay. As he passed Charron, he stopped. 

“The woman in the office. Madam Dorian. She is inner circle. 

She knows Han-Zo’s real identity. She knows where the evacuation 

network leads. Do not let her reach her phone. There is a dead-

man’s switch on her device that will trigger server destruction 

at facilities you have not yet discovered.” 

Charron signalled two officers towards the glass-walled 

office. They reached it just as Madam Dorian’s hand was closing 

on the satellite phone. The phone was knocked from her grip. She 

was pressed against the desk, arms behind her back. 

She looked through the glass at Govind Rao as he was led 

away. Her eyes were molten with fury. 

Govind Rao heard her. He did not turn around. He walked into 

the loading bay, into the cold night air, into the flashing blue 

lights of the police vehicles. And for the first time in twenty-

three years, the weight of absolute loyalty lifted from his 

shoulders. 

It felt, he discovered, like breathing. It felt like the 

Ganges at dawn. It felt like a boy sitting on a step with his 

feet in the water, before the man with scarred hands came and 

offered him a life that was never really his. 

 

* * * 
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Shah’s preliminary scan of the captured servers revealed the 

magnitude of what they had obtained. Full financial architecture 

of the Scorpion’s European and Asian operations. Bank accounts in 

forty-one countries. Asset lists. Personnel records going back to 

1987. 

And a sub-directory encrypted separately from everything 

else, requiring Madam Dorian’s personal key to access. Her phone 

provided the decryption key. The directory contained a single 

file type, repeated hundreds of times: video recordings. Each 

file timestamped and tagged with a name. 

Harkness scrolled through the list. His blood ran cold. 

The names were recognisable. A British cabinet minister. A 

US senator. The CEO of a major defence contractor. A supreme 

court justice. A director of a Middle Eastern sovereign wealth 

fund. Hundreds of names that appeared in newspapers, on 

television, in the corridors of power. 

“Kompromat,” Shah said, opening one file and immediately 

closing it. “Blackmail material. Hidden camera recordings. 

Financial transactions. Personal indiscretions. The Scorpion 

didn’t just bribe and recruit. They owned people. Everyone in 

this directory is compromised. Everyone is controllable.” 

“This is how they operated at the highest level. Not through 

the weapon. Not through violence. Through leverage. Fear. The 

ability to destroy careers and lives with a single phone call.” 

“And now we have it,” Shah said quietly. “Every piece of 

leverage the Scorpion ever held. Every secret they used to 
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control the world’s most powerful people. Dr. Harkness—whoever 

holds these files holds the keys to… everything.” 

Harkness stared at the screen. The weight settled over him. 

This was not just evidence. This was power. The same power the 

Scorpion had wielded, transferred in this moment from a criminal 

empire to the people who had dismantled it. 

“Lock it down. Maximum encryption. Eyes-only access—

Aldridge, Charron, you, and me. No one else sees this until we 

decide what to do with it.” 

“That’s a decision above our pay grade.” 

“Yes. It is. Which is exactly why we need to make it 

carefully. Because the wrong hands with this information are just 

as dangerous as the Scorpion. More dangerous. Because the wrong 

hands will have legitimacy.” 

Shah secured the files. Triple-encrypted, air-gapped from 

any external network. The most dangerous collection of secrets in 

the world, locked behind the skills of a woman who had spent her 

career protecting information from people who wanted to misuse 

it. 

 

* * * 

 

The interview suite at Scotland Yard. Soundproofed. A table. 

Two chairs. Water. Nothing else. 

Govind Rao sat on one side. His handcuffs had been removed. 

He wore a grey tracksuit, his own clothes taken for forensic 

examination. Without the dark jacket and the predator’s posture, 
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he looked different. Smaller. Younger. The boy from the ghats was 

more visible now. 

Harkness entered. Alone. He had asked for this. Aldridge had 

objected. Charron had supported it. Harkness had prevailed. 

He sat down across from Govind Rao. The doctor and the 

enforcer. The man who had freed Soraya and the man who had 

guarded her. They had never sat face to face in stillness. Every 

previous encounter had been motion—pursuit, evasion, violence. 

Now: stillness. 

“Thank you. For what you did tonight. The servers, the 

shields, Madam Dorian—you saved the investigation.” 

“I did not do it for your investigation. I did it for her.” 

“I know.” 

A pause. The room was very quiet. Two men, connected by a 

woman, navigating the space between gratitude and grief. 

“You removed the implant from her neck.” 

“Yes.” 

“She trusted you enough to let you cut her. In twenty years, 

I never saw her trust anyone enough to close her eyes.” 

“She lay face down on the table. She couldn’t see what I was 

doing. She trusted me completely.” 

The words landed. Govind Rao absorbed them. The specific 

pain of hearing that the woman you love trusts another man with 

her life—a pain Harkness recognised, because he was a doctor who 

had sat with people in pain his entire career, and he knew what 

it looked like even when the person feeling it had been trained 

to show nothing. 
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“I would like to ask you something. And I would like an 

honest answer. Not a diplomatic one. Not a kind one. An honest 

one.” 

“Ask.” 

“Does she love you?” 

Harkness paused. The honest answer. Not the diplomatic one. 

“I think she’s beginning to. I think she’s discovering what it 

means to choose who to love, rather than having love chosen for 

her or forbidden to her. I think she is, for the first time in 

her life, figuring out who she is when she isn’t someone’s 

property. And I think that process is more important than whoever 

she ends up loving at the end of it.” 

“That is an honest answer. And a generous one.” 

“Can I ask you something in return?” 

“Yes.” 

“Eleven years. You watched her every day. You protected her. 

You loved her. Why didn’t you help her escape? You had the 

skills. You had the access. You could have removed the implant 

yourself—you knew where it was, you knew the tracking 

frequencies. Why eleven years of watching and never acting?” 

Govind Rao was quiet for a long time. The silence in the 

interview room was complete. When he finally spoke, his voice was 

different—lower, stripped of the enforcer’s precision, coming 

from somewhere beneath the training and the conditioning and the 

twenty-three years of absolute loyalty. 

“Because I was afraid. Not of the Scorpion. Not of Han-Zo. I 

was afraid that if I freed her, she would leave. Walk away into a 
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world I could not follow her into, because I am the Scorpion. It 

is all I am. All I have been since I was twelve years old. If she 

was free, she would have no reason to stay near me. The prison 

kept her close. The prison was… the only version of her I could 

have.” 

He stopped. The confession sat in the room like a living 

thing. The specific, terrible honesty of a man admitting that his 

love was also, in some measure, a cage. 

“I know what that makes me. I know the word for it. I did 

not free the woman I loved because her imprisonment was the only 

way I could keep her. That makes me no different from Han-Zo. A 

captor who calls himself a protector.” 

“There’s one difference. Han-Zo never recognised what he was 

doing as wrong. You do. That’s not nothing.” 

“It is very small comfort, Doctor.” 

“Small comforts are sometimes the only ones available. Take 

it.” 

Harkness leaned forward. “The living death compound. You’ve 

seen it used. How many times?” 

“Personally witnessed? Eleven times. On different subjects. 

Han-Zo used it for interrogation, for discipline, for 

demonstration. The duration varied. The shortest application was 

ten minutes. The longest was on a man in Shanghai who had 

attempted to defect. Han-Zo kept him in the living death for 

three days. Conscious. Immobile. Unable to close his eyes. They 

had to administer fluids intravenously to keep him alive. When 

the compound wore off, the man’s mind was broken. He could not 
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distinguish between paralysis and wakefulness. He spent the rest 

of his life flinching, testing his own muscles, unable to trust 

that his body would obey him. He killed himself within the year.” 

Harkness’s jaw tightened. The clinical part of his mind 

filed the information. The human part wanted to be sick. “And you 

watched this. Eleven times.” 

“I was present. I did not watch. There is a technique one 

learns—a way of being in a room while not seeing what happens in 

it. The body stands. The eyes are open. But the mind retreats to 

a place where the screaming cannot reach. Except there is no 

screaming with the living death. That is the worst part. Silence. 

A person in complete agony, and the room is silent.” 

“And when they used it on Soraya?” 

Govind Rao’s mask finally broke. Completely, irreparably, 

the trained composure shattering like glass. “I was not permitted 

in the room. I was told to wait outside. I waited for four hours. 

I could hear the physician’s instruments through the door. I 

could hear the machines monitoring her vital signs. I could not 

hear her, because she could not make a sound. I stood outside 

that door for four hours and I did not… I did not break it down. 

I did not stop it. I stood there. Because the order was to stand 

there. And I obeyed. I always obeyed.” 

His voice cracked. The sound was devastating—the specific 

timbre of a man who has held himself together through decades of 

violence and is now, in a bare room, coming apart at the seams. 

“That was the day I stopped believing. Not in the mission. 

Not in the Celestial Age. I stopped believing in myself. In the 
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story I had told myself—that I was a protector, that my loyalty 

had meaning, that the violence I committed was in service of 

something larger. I stood outside that door while they tortured 

the woman I loved, and I discovered that my loyalty was not 

strength. It was cowardice. The most obedient dog is not the 

bravest. It is the most afraid.” 

Harkness was quiet. He let the words settle. He did not 

offer platitudes or clinical observations. He sat with Govind Rao 

in the rubble of a demolished self-image and simply stayed. 

“You’re not that man anymore. Tonight proved it.” 

“Tonight was one night. Twenty-three years of obedience are 

not erased by one act of defiance.” 

“No. They’re not. But every long journey starts with one 

step. And you’ve taken it. What you do tomorrow, and the day 

after, and the day after that—that’s where the real work is.” 

Govind Rao looked at him. And something happened that 

Harkness had never seen on this man’s face: he smiled. Small. 

Brief. The ghost of the boy on the ghat who hadn’t yet been 

recruited, hadn’t yet been trained, hadn’t yet learned to 

compress every human emotion into the narrow channel of duty. 

“Will you tell her? That I helped. Tonight. That at the end, 

I chose her.” 

“I’ll tell her.” 

“And tell her…” He stopped. Swallowed. The trained composure 

returned, not as armour but as habit. “Tell her I am sorry. For 

all the years I watched and did not act. She deserved better. She 
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deserved someone who loved her enough to set her free. I was not 

brave enough to be that person. You were.” 

Harkness nodded. He stood. The interview was over, but 

something else had happened in this room—something that 

transcended the categories of detective and suspect, ally and 

enemy. Two men had been honest with each other about the most 

complicated thing in the world. 

“For what it’s worth—I think the boy who sat on the ghat by 

the Ganges and watched the cremation fires would be proud of what 

you did tonight.” 

“That boy died a long time ago.” 

“Maybe. Or maybe he’s just been waiting to come back.” 

Harkness left. The door closed. Govind Rao sat alone. His 

hands flat on the table. His eyes on the wall. The silence of a 

man who had, at the age of thirty-six, begun the most difficult 

journey of his life: learning who he was without the Scorpion to 

tell him. 

 

* * * 

 

The safe house. Harkness, Aldridge, Charron, and Soraya. 

Four people in a room, the night’s operations settling around 

them like dust after an explosion. 

Aldridge fielded calls from Whitehall and Interpol and a 

Home Secretary rapidly realising that the Silver Scorpion 

investigation was the most significant security operation in a 
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generation. Charron poured drinks. He had aged visibly in the 

past twenty-four hours. Even Gaston Charron had limits. 

Soraya read Harkness’s face the moment he sat down. “Tell 

me.” 

He told her. Govind Rao at Beckton, his cooperation, the 

shields dropped, the servers preserved, Madam Dorian in custody. 

The reason for all of it. 

“Because they ordered him to kill you. And he couldn’t.” 

She closed her eyes. A breath, then another. When she opened 

them, they were bright but steady. 

“I knew. About his feelings. I’ve always known. And I’ve 

always been careful not to address it. Because inside the 

Scorpion, acknowledging love is the same as creating a 

vulnerability. And vulnerabilities get people killed.” 

“He asked me to tell you he’s sorry. For the years he 

watched and didn’t act. He said you deserved someone brave enough 

to set you free.” 

She was quiet for a long time. “He was brave. Tonight, he 

was brave. He just needed twenty-three years to get there. Some 

of us need that long.” 

She took Harkness’s hand. Held it. The gesture that was 

becoming a language between them. 

Aldridge finished his call. Turned to the room. Paris, 

Dovetail House, and Beckton. Eighteen arrests in France, seven in 

England, more to follow. Four terabytes of server data. A 

defecting operative willing to testify. An inner circle member in 

custody who might know Han-Zo’s identity. 
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He paused. 

“But. The forensic team has completed preliminary analysis 

of the Dovetail House ruins. The thermite burned at over two 

thousand degrees Celsius. Most of the underground structure is 

fused debris. No human remains have been recovered. None.” 

“The temperature could have been sufficient to completely 

incinerate organic matter,” Charron said. 

“It could. But typically something survives even extreme 

temperatures—bone fragments, dental material, metal from personal 

effects. The absence of any remains is notable.” 

“He escaped,” Harkness said. 

“We don’t know that.” 

“He told me about the escape tunnel before he pressed the 

self-destruct. He wanted me to leave. Why would he show me a way 

out if he didn’t have his own? Charron was right—a man who builds 

tunnels for his enemies builds better ones for himself.” 

“There were always contingencies,” Soraya said quietly. 

“Always. Han-Zo planned for every scenario. A man like that 

doesn’t choose death when retreat is an option. He chooses 

disappearance. He lets the world think he’s dead, and he rebuilds 

from somewhere no one is looking.” 

Aldridge looked at each of them. “The middle circle is 

destroyed. The infrastructure is gone. But the head of the 

Scorpion may still be alive. And the blackmail archive we 

recovered—the files that give us leverage over some of the most 

powerful people on Earth—that’s a weapon in itself. A weapon that 

has to be handled with extraordinary care.” 
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Charron asked: “So what now?” 

“Now we debrief. Process the evidence. Interrogate Madam 

Dorian and Govind Rao. Coordinate with Interpol and the DGSI. The 

legal process begins. The investigation continues. And we find 

Han-Zo. Dead or alive, we find him. Because until we see a body 

or a man in handcuffs, the Scorpion is still out there.” 

He picked up his jacket. Paused at the door. 

“Good work. All of you. Tonight was the night the Scorpion 

lost its sting. Get some rest. Tomorrow we finish this.” 

He left. Charron followed, clapping Harkness’s shoulder as 

he passed—the veteran spy’s acknowledgment that the doctor had 

earned his place in the room. 

Harkness and Soraya were alone. The flat was quiet. London 

hummed outside. 

“Govind Rao and I are the same,” she said. “Children taken 

by the Scorpion. Shaped. Used. The difference is he was given the 

illusion of choice. I wasn’t. But the result was the same: two 

people who belonged to someone else. Until tonight, when he chose 

to belong to himself.” 

“And you. You chose too. Before he did. You chose first.” 

“I had help.” 

She squeezed his hand. He squeezed back. The gesture that 

meant: we’re here, we’re alive, and whatever comes next, we face 

it together. 

 

* * * 
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Later, Soraya stood before the bathroom mirror with the door 

closed. She could hear Harkness in the living room, the murmur of 

his voice as he spoke to Shah about the laboratory findings from 

Beckton. 

She looked at herself. Really looked. The dressing on her 

neck was smaller now—the incision site healing cleanly, as 

Harkness had promised. In a week, there would be a small scar. A 

crescent of white against her brown skin. The only physical 

evidence that she had ever been owned. 

She touched it. Gently. The way she used to touch the 

implant itself—obsessively, compulsively, checking that it was 

still there, the way a prisoner checks the lock on their cell 

even though they know it never opens. Now she touched the 

absence. The freedom. And the paradox of liberation: you don’t 

realise how heavy the chains were until they’re removed, and then 

the lightness itself becomes disorienting. 

Her phone—new, encrypted, supposedly clean, given to her by 

the security services—buzzed on the edge of the sink. 

An alert from the SIGNAL-X app. But this message was not 

from Harkness, or Aldridge, or Charron. 

The sender field was blank. The message was a single line. 

The daughter who leaves always returns. The Scorpion 

remembers. 

Below the text: a golden scorpion emoji. 

Soraya’s hand tightened on the phone. The message was 

impossible. The app was encrypted. The phone was new. The number 

was known only to the investigation team. For this message to 
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arrive, someone had either penetrated MI5’s communications 

security, or the Scorpion had assets inside the investigation 

that no one had identified yet. 

She stared at the golden scorpion emoji. The same emoji that 

had appeared on Harkness’s phone in the beginning. The signature 

of an organisation that should have been destroyed, dismantled, 

finished. 

Should have been. 

She did not tell Harkness. Not yet. She screenshotted it 

first, saved the screenshot to an encrypted folder that only she 

could access, then deleted the message. Then she put the phone 

down and looked at herself in the mirror again. 

The face that looked back was not afraid. It was angry. The 

anger of a woman who had been freed once and would not be 

captured again. Not by Han-Zo. Not by the Scorpion. Not by 

anything or anyone on this earth. 

She straightened her shoulders. Opened the bathroom door. 

Returned to the living room, to Harkness, to the light of the 

safe house and the false security of its walls. 

She did not tell him. Not tonight. Tonight was for rest. For 

the illusion that the worst was over. For the comfort of a hand 

held in the dark. 

Tomorrow, the war resumed. 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

The Way of the Scorpion 
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At 01:32 in the morning, in a terraced house in Battersea 

that was dark from the outside and alive with purpose within, 

Inspector Aldridge looked at his watch and then at Shah and said: 

“Time check.” 

“All teams confirm ready. Paris at oh-two-forty-seven local. 

New York at twenty-one-forty-seven. Shanghai at oh-nine-forty-

seven. London at oh-two-forty-seven. Simultaneous strike in 

fifteen minutes.” 

Aldridge stood. Two laptops on the kitchen table. Encrypted 

conference call windows showing the INTERPOL Paris liaison, the 

FBI New York field office, the Ministry of State Security Beijing 

liaison, and Europol Brussels. All waiting. All ready. 

He had been building to this moment for eleven months. He 

picked up his radio handset and issued the final confirmation to 

each city in turn, received acknowledgments that ranged from 

crisply professional to barely suppressed. Charron’s voice came 

through from a different channel—already at the Lantern House 

with a tactical team, standing in the street in the rain. “The 

Lantern House. I have been waiting for this particular moment for 

two years. Confirm.” 

“On my mark. In ten. Nine. Eight.” 

Shah’s fingers hovered over her coordination dashboard. The 

conference windows held. Everyone listening. 

“Three. Two. One. Execute.” 

 

* * * 
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In the 13th arrondissement of Paris, DGSI officers poured 

through a door. Server racks. Startled technicians. Cuffs going 

on with the practised rhythm of people who had rehearsed this. In 

Red Hook, Brooklyn, FBI HRT in body armour took the shaped-charge 

loading bay doors in one second. In the 34th floor of a Pudong 

tower, officers of the Ministry of State Security moved through 

glass-walled offices with the contained authority of a state that 

does not negotiate. 

In Beckton, twelve server racks in the darkness and armed 

technicians who reached for weapons and were subdued. 

And in Limehouse, Charron knocked on the door of the Lantern 

House. A brief, ironic gesture. Then the door came off its 

hinges. 

Inside: not what they expected. The Lantern House was empty. 

The furniture was still there. The screens on the walls were 

still there. But no people. Clean surfaces. The hard drives had 

been removed from their casings. Three hours of advance 

preparation, at minimum. 

Charron stood in the empty room and looked at the chair 

where instructions had been given and lives decided. He looked at 

it for a long moment. “The Lantern House is empty,” he said into 

his earpiece. “He cleared it. Three hours ago, perhaps more. But 

the servers are present—he didn’t have time to take the hardware. 

Shah, I need a forensic team at this location immediately.” 

“Already dispatched. Eight minutes.” 

In the Battersea safe house, Aldridge watched the 

connectivity map of the Scorpion’s encrypted network. Node by 
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node, in red, the lights went out. Within ninety seconds, in four 

cities, forty-three people were in handcuffs. 

But one node remained lit. It had been moving for some time. 

South-east. Towards the sea. 

“Aldridge,” Shah said. “We have a problem.” 

 

* * * 

 

The Hampton Court estate burned. 

Not the Tudor palace itself, which stood serene and 

implacable on its lawn lit orange by the fire consuming the 

modern addition built into the hillside behind it. Three fire 

engines. Paramedics. Armed officers who had arrived first and 

been creating a perimeter while waiting for the fire brigade to 

reach something burnable. The underground structure had been 

collapsing for forty minutes, each implosion releasing a new 

column of smoke and heat. 

Harkness emerged from the treeline supporting Saskia. Both 

of them were ash-grey, bleeding from cuts that neither had 

attended to. Saskia wore a borrowed tactical jacket over her 

dress. Harkness’s hands were wrapped in strips torn from his 

shirt—field dressings over burns that needed proper attention and 

would not get it for some time yet. 

A paramedic reached them at a run. 

“Both ambulatory,” Harkness said, before the man could ask. 

“Burns on my hands, cuts on her forearms, she may have a cracked 

rib from the blast—treat in that priority order. There is no one 
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inside. The underground section is what’s burning. The estate 

staff were dismissed three days ago.” 

“You’re sure? Nobody else—” 

“One man. In the cellar beneath the laboratory. He is not 

alive. You won’t reach him before the structure goes. I’m sorry.” 

He looked back at the burning hillside. Saskia followed his 

gaze. The specific quality of silence between two people who have 

both just witnessed something they will carry for the rest of 

their lives and are not yet ready to speak about it. 

The fire commander approached with questions about chemical 

hazards below ground. Harkness gave him the partial inventory he 

had sent to Scotland Yard. He told him to keep his people away 

from the underground structure under any circumstances. The 

commander relayed this into his radio. The paramedic began 

working on Saskia’s forearms. 

Harkness sat on the step of the vehicle. The first paramedic 

worked on his hands. He watched the building burn. 

“Is it over?” Saskia said quietly, not looking at him. 

“Aldridge’s taking down the network tonight. The servers, 

the financials, the blackmail archive—the raids are happening 

right now. The middle circle is finished.” 

“That’s not what I asked.” 

A beat. 

“No. I don’t think it is.” 

“He was never here. He was never anywhere. That was what he 

was—a centre of gravity without a location. The building burns. 

He is already somewhere else.” 
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Harkness watched the fire. “Where would he go?” 

“He talked about the sea. Not as sentiment. As practicality. 

He said once that the English were a maritime nation who had 

forgotten their water, and that was where they were most 

vulnerable. He said he had used the Thames for twenty years and 

never once been stopped.” 

Harkness’s phone vibrated: a message from Shah. He read it. 

Something shifted in his expression. 

“We need to get to Scotland Yard.” 

 

* * * 

 

The forensic team from Scotland Yard’s digital crimes unit 

was already working the Lantern House when Charron arrived. 

Equipment photographed in situ before being touched. Shah’s field 

operative, a compact young woman named Chen, assessed the servers 

with the focused efficiency of someone who had been awake for a 

long time and was not going to let that be visible. 

“He left in a hurry. The drives weren’t wiped. Standard 

remote-wipe protocol requires a full cycle—about twenty minutes 

on hardware this size. He either ran out of time or decided the 

physical distance was protection enough.” 

“Or he wanted us to find them,” Charron said. 

Chen paused. “That’s a possibility I wasn’t enjoying 

thinking about.” 

“Consider it. He has always been two steps ahead. If he left 

these servers, he either believes what’s on them cannot harm him 
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further, or he intends what’s on them to be found. Either way, we 

have to look.” 

Charron moved through the warren of small ancient rooms 

until he reached the innermost one—the chair, the empty shelves 

where the screens had been, the bare space where the golden 

scorpion idol had stood. He stood before the chair. Then, with 

deliberate unhaste, he sat in it. The chair of the man he had 

been hunting for two years. He placed his hands on the arms. 

Looked at the room from the perspective of the person who had sat 

here and managed an empire. 

It was just a chair. Worn velvet. Old wood. A chair that 

someone sat in to make decisions. Nothing mystical. Nothing 

transcendent. The scale of the thing came from the idea, not the 

furniture. 

Charron stood. Touched his earpiece. “Aldridge. The servers 

are intact. I want every file going through GCHQ analysis in the 

next two hours. Priority: financial routing, communications logs, 

and anything under the search term ‘Celestial Wave.’” 

“Already sent,” Aldridge said. “We’ve picked up a vessel. 

Moving south-east at speed. Radar-absorbent profile.” 

“I am on my way.” 

 

* * * 

 

Scotland Yard at 03:15 in the morning. Shah was feeding 

Aldridge data as it arrived—arrest confirmations from four 

continents, financial trace threads resolving, satellite imagery 
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updating every thirty seconds. Beside Shah’s station: Lieutenant 

Commander Price, the Royal Navy liaison, whose job tonight was to 

coordinate military assets being drawn into an operation that had 

started as a domestic police matter and had become something else 

entirely. 

Charron entered with two cups of coffee and a tempered 

satisfaction. 

“Forty-three arrests confirmed across four cities. Seventeen 

countries cooperating. The Scorpion’s European financial 

architecture is in seizure—cryptocurrency accounts, seventeen 

wallets, combined value approximately four hundred and twelve 

million pounds, frozen pending HMRC and Treasury coordination. 

The blackmail archive from Beckton is under joint custody at 

GCHQ. By any measure, Inspector, we have achieved an 

extraordinary result.” 

Aldridge pointed at the moving dot on the main screen. 

“That’s something else.” 

Speed twenty-two knots. Heading one-five-zero. The Hampton 

Court estate had sat above a tunnel that ran to a concealed river 

berth on the Mole. The berth was empty. One vessel unaccounted 

for from the estate’s registry. 

Charron looked at the screen for a moment. “I saw a motor 

launch. Once, in the cellars of the Lantern House.” 

“This is not a motor launch. That signal is a vessel doing 

twenty-two knots in the outer Thames with a shallow radar 

profile. Stealth hull coating. It started moving four hours ago. 

An hour before we launched the raids.” 
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“He knew the raids were coming.” 

“Or he always planned for the possibility and tonight that 

plan activated.” 

Shah pulled the vessel registry cross-referenced against the 

Beckton server files. “Registered as Celestial Wave. Cayman 

Islands. Sixty-two metres. Listed purpose: research vessel. 

Current AIS transponder: dark. No broadcast since oh-one-hundred 

hours this morning.” 

Price: “At twenty-two knots, the vessel reaches the twelve-

nautical-mile territorial limit in approximately forty minutes. 

After that point, interdiction requires Foreign Office 

authorisation and becomes, diplomatically, substantially more 

complicated.” 

“Then we have forty minutes. What do we have?” 

Two Border Force cutters repositioning, intercept position 

in twenty-five minutes. HMS Severn departing Harwich at maximum 

speed, ETA fifty-five minutes. Metropolitan Police Air Support 

helicopter India November Six, maritime FLIR imaging, armed 

response team aboard. 

“Get the helicopter in the air.” 

 

* * * 

 

As Price worked the radio, Shah caught something on the 

financial screen that made her stop. She stared at it. Pulled the 

thread. Said “Oh” very quietly to herself. 
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She keyed her radio. “Aldridge. Before you leave—the Beckton 

archive preliminary manifest is up. I’m looking at the first 

fifty files. I need you to know what this is.” 

“Give me the short version.” 

“Two hundred and forty-seven subjects in the blackmail 

archive. Cross-referenced against public records. Cabinet 

ministers from three EU member states. A senior director of the 

IMF. A US senator. Two directors of national intelligence 

agencies. The head of a major central bank. A former Secretary 

General of a UN subsidiary body. And—Aldridge—a current sitting 

member of the Privy Council.” 

Silence on the radio. 

“One of ours.” 

“One of ours. The file contains eight years of 

correspondence. Financial transfers. Instructions for specific 

policy decisions. Decisions that were made. I’m looking at the 

minutes now. The policy happened. They did what they were told.” 

Aldridge’s voice, very measured: “Lock that file set under 

personal encryption. My eyes only. Do not transmit, do not copy, 

do not share until I return. Is that clear?” 

“Clear. But Aldridge—this isn’t just leverage. This is 

evidence that policy was being managed. Major decisions. Trade 

agreements, intelligence-sharing protocols, at least two military 

deployment decisions. This isn’t blackmail. It’s government.” 

“I know what it is. Lock it down.” 

Shah locked the files. She sat back. The Scorpion Network 

hadn’t just been criminal infrastructure. For a decade or more, 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  284 

 

it had been making decisions that the public believed were made 

by their elected representatives. 

She looked at the moving thermal dot in the outer Thames. 

“Run, you bastard,” she said quietly to the screen. 

 

* * * 

 

The rotors of India November Six were already turning when 

Aldridge, Charron, and Harkness arrived at the helipad at a half-

run. Four armed response officers were already aboard. The co-

pilot reached down to pull Harkness up. His hands protested the 

grip. He didn’t mention it. 

London at night below them as they lifted: a circuit board 

of light, millions of lives, each one a moving piece of something 

incomprehensibly large. The Thames a dark ribbon leading south-

east. 

The Border Force cutters confirmed their positions. The 

naval patrol vessel confirmed departure. Harkness strapped in and 

thought of Saskia at the safe house—her face when he left, the 

particular quality of her composure, which was not peace but 

something harder and more durable than peace. 

Aldridge sat beside him, looking at the water. The long 

chase coming to its conclusion, or perhaps not. 

Charron, in the seat behind, was cleaning his reading 

glasses. An absurd domesticity at three in the morning over the 

Thames Estuary. He caught Harkness looking. “In 2019, in Lyon, I 

chased a man connected to this network for three days. I came 
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very close. He went into the Rhône. I waited four hours on the 

bank before accepting he was either drowned or gone. I never 

found out which. This feeling—the approach, the not-knowing—it 

never becomes easier.” 

“But you keep doing it.” 

“Someone has to.” 

The estuary opened below them. Dark water. Stars. And ahead 

on the thermal display—a moving shape, white against the grey 

sea. 

 

* * * 

 

The Celestial Wave was visible now on the helicopter’s FLIR—

a sharp-edged thermal form cutting south-east at sustained speed. 

The radar-absorbent hull was effective on the navigation screen 

but meant nothing to a heat sensor, and the engine signature 

blazed on the display. 

The two Border Force cutters were close now, one each side, 

their blue lights the only illumination on the dark water. The 

yacht had not responded to radio calls on any of six hailing 

frequencies. 

“She’s automated,” came the voice from Victor Eight. “No one 

on the bridge.” 

Then, on the helicopter’s communications display: an 

encrypted signal. Originating from the Celestial Wave’s 

communications array. Addressing their operational frequency 

directly. 
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“He knows the frequency,” Shah said. 

“Of course he does. Open it.” 

A voice on the channel. Calm. Metallic. Utterly familiar to 

Harkness even through digital encoding—the voice of a man who 

spoke as though time meant nothing, as though outcomes were 

already settled and this conversation was a courtesy. 

“Inspector Aldridge. M. Charron. Dr. Harkness. I 

congratulate you. You have been, all three of you, exceptional. I 

have not underestimated you—I understood your capabilities 

precisely—but I must confess that the pace of your final approach 

exceeded even my most conservative projections. I owe you the 

candour of acknowledging that.” 

Aldridge, into the radio: “Celestial Wave, cut your engines 

and prepare to be boarded. Heave to and identify yourself. This 

is your final warning.” 

“I am afraid that is not something the vessel is able to do 

at this moment. But I would like to speak with Dr. Harkness, if 

he is present.” 

Harkness took the handset. “I’m here.” 

“Doctor. The woman Saskia. How is she?” 

“She is free. That’s how she is.” 

A pause. “Yes. I expected that outcome when I understood 

what Govind Rao intended. He was—he was a remarkable instrument. 

As loyal as anything I have known. I shall miss him.” 

“He was a person. Not an instrument.” 

“I have spent forty years making that distinction 

deliberately. Persons feel. Instruments act. Govind Rao was able 
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to do both. Perhaps that is why he was exceptional. You would 

prefer I describe him as a person. I understand the preference. 

But I am being honest with you about how I think, because this 

conversation may be the last one we have, and I prefer honesty at 

the end.” 

Charron put a hand on Harkness’s shoulder—not restraint. 

Solidarity. 

“I would like to show you something, Inspector. Look at your 

screen.” 

 

* * * 

 

On Harkness’s tablet, Shah had routed the incoming feed: a 

video channel piggybacking the encrypted communication. The image 

resolved. 

A room aboard a vessel—deck fittings visible in the 

background. Modern. Functional. A chair. And in the chair: 

A face. 

For the first time—in the long investigation, in all the 

months of pursuit—no cowl. No veil. No distortion. A human face, 

clearly lit, looking directly at the camera. 

He was not what anyone had expected. Late fifties. Lean in 

the way of a man who did not eat from pleasure. The features 

unmistakably Chinese—high cheekbones, a scholar’s brow—but the 

face assembled with a kind of precision that suggested it had 

been managed, presented, considered. Not surgery. Discipline. The 
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face of a man who had decided every aspect of what the world was 

permitted to see of him, including this. 

The eyes. Those were not managed. The yellow eyes that 

Saskia had described, that Harkness had glimpsed once in the dark 

of the throne room—unblinking, present, fully and uncomfortably 

here. 

In the helicopter: silence. Even the armed officers were 

still. 

“Because it costs me nothing,” Han-Zo said, the lips on the 

screen moving in sync with the voice. “Because you will spend 

considerable resources establishing whether the man you see on 

this screen is aboard that vessel, or aboard another vessel, or 

in a hotel room in Geneva, or in a dacha outside Moscow, or in 

the back of a car in Shanghai. I am giving you my face freely 

because the face is not the Scorpion. The Scorpion is a 

principle. You cannot board a principle, Inspector.” 

Shah was working the transmission trace. Seventeen relay 

points. She could not yet confirm whether the yacht’s array was 

the origin or a relay. 

“Your technical officer is skilled, Inspector. But not this 

skilled. Not tonight. The routing is rather thorough.” 

Harkness stared at the face on the screen. The face of the 

thing. The centre of a network that had managed governments, 

killed dozens, enslaved and destroyed and corrupted across four 

decades. “Why did you do it? Not the criminal operation. Not the 

mechanics. The underlying question—why spend forty years building 

a shadow government? To what end?” 
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“Because the visible governments are failing, Doctor. They 

have been failing for some time. The institutions built in the 

middle of the last century to manage human affairs are decaying. 

The Celestial Age is not a criminal enterprise. It was always an 

argument. The argument that visible power is insufficient. That 

the world requires management that cannot be subjected to 

democratic revision.” 

“That’s not an argument. It’s a justification for tyranny.” 

“Every government in history has said something similar. The 

difference is that they say it quietly. I said it clearly. And 

then I acted on it for four decades. The results—the specific 

policy outcomes, the averted conflicts, the decisions nudged into 

more productive configurations—are real. Whatever you think of 

the method, Doctor, the outcomes exist. I leave that for history 

to assess.” 

The face looked at Harkness with something that was not 

quite respect and not quite contempt. Something in between—the 

look of a man recognising in another person the qualities he 

would have wanted to employ. “I will not be your prisoner, 

Doctor. I think you know that. I want you to know—before this 

concludes—that I did not want you dead. I wanted you useful. On 

several occasions I had the opportunity to have you killed and 

chose otherwise. I would like that to be understood.” 

“Understood and dismissed.” 

Something that might have been a smile. “Yes. I expected 

that. Goodbye, Dr. Harkness. Look after Saskia. She has more 
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capacity for ordinary happiness than either of us will ever have. 

She deserves the chance to find it.” 

The feed cut. Static. The screen blank. 

Shah, over the radio: “Signal terminated. Seventeen relay 

points. I cannot—Aldridge, the yacht is—” 

And then: 

The Celestial Wave detonated. 

Not gradually. Not with the hesitancy of an accident. A 

catastrophic, pre-planned, shaped detonation—charges at the keel, 

the engine room, and the fuel tanks, timed to fire 

simultaneously. The vessel disintegrated in three seconds of 

expanding fire and pressure wave. Sixty-two metres of steel and 

technology and whatever evidence it contained, gone. 

The helicopter was far enough away to ride the shockwave—the 

pilot reacted instantly, the aircraft bucking and settling. 

Through the window: water, fire on the surface, debris field 

spreading. The Border Force crews were flat on their decks. No 

one was in the water. 

No body. 

The fire burned on the surface of the estuary. Black smoke. 

The pre-dawn sky beginning to lighten at the edge of the world. 

“The Scorpion, when trapped, stings itself,” Charron said, 

very quietly. 

“Or it makes you think it does,” Aldridge said. 

Harkness stared at the fire. The face on the screen. Those 

yellow eyes, steady and unblinking, looking at him across 
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whatever distance the transmission had covered. Alive or dead. 

Here or gone. Real or a recording. 

He didn’t know. He suspected they would never know. 

 

* * * 

 

India November Six circled the debris field as the light 

came up. Below, the marine forensics team from HMS Severn worked 

their small boat methodically through the wreckage, cameras 

recording everything. Aldridge issued instructions into his 

radio: full protocol sweep, priority identification of any 

biological material or electronic fragment. 

Inside the helicopter, the quietness of people processing 

what they had just witnessed. The armed officers checked 

equipment that didn’t need checking. 

“The vessel manifest listed four crew,” Charron said. “We 

cannot assume all four were willing participants in this.” 

“The forensics team will establish whether any biological 

remains are present,” Aldridge said. “If crew members died in 

that explosion—” 

“Then we have a further count against him, if he lives.” 

Harkness lowered the binoculars. “The video feed. Was it 

live?” 

Shah, from Scotland Yard: she couldn’t confirm. Seventeen 

relay points, one already wiped. The timing was consistent with a 

live broadcast but she could not rule out a sophisticated 

recording triggered to transmit at a preset time. 
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“It felt live,” Harkness said. 

“He paused,” Charron said. “He considered my question before 

answering. Recordings do not do that.” 

“Recordings can be sophisticated. He has the technology.” 

No one said what they were all thinking: that Han-Zo had sat 

somewhere, in the hour before they arrived, and recorded a 

conversation that would mimic a live one, including a realistic 

pause before answering, and that such a thing was within his 

capabilities, and that they could not know, and might never know. 

“He said to look after Saskia,” Harkness said. “That’s not 

something you put in a recording unless you know who you’re 

addressing. He knew I was on that helicopter.” 

“He could have known you’d be on the helicopter. It’s what 

he would have done.” 

Harkness looked at the burning water. “Yes. It is.” 

 

* * * 

 

Back at the Yard by morning. The room had changed—the 

emergency phase over, replaced by the slow, methodical work of 

processing the largest haul of criminal intelligence in British 

history. Shah coordinated with teams across three floors. A wall 

display showed what GCHQ had begun to build from the Beckton 

archive and the Lantern House servers: a network map of the 

Scorpion organisation, still growing as analysts added data. The 

scale of it—two hundred and forty-seven blackmail subjects, 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  293 

 

forty-three arrested, seventeen countries coordinating—was 

extraordinary. It was also not the whole picture. 

“The Lantern House servers are yielding faster than 

expected,” Shah said. “Over thirty thousand files. The archive 

goes back further than we thought. The earliest file is dated 

1987. And the early files reference an organisation called the 

Veiled Order of the Xan-Sen—a religious or philosophical order 

with criminal connections in South-east Asia. He built the modern 

network from inside an older one.” 

“The Xan-Sen,” Charron said. “I have seen this name. The 

Paris files from 2017 referenced it in connection with a 

narcotics network in Marseilles. I dismissed it as historical. 

The network goes back to the 1900s.” 

“We’re not arresting the 1900s. What’s current and 

actionable?” 

Beyond the forty-three already in custody: seventeen 

additional individuals across three countries who appeared from 

the Lantern House files to have been operational members of the 

inner network. Not blackmail subjects—active participants. Their 

names were going to Interpol now for arrest warrants. 

Harkness looked up from his phone. “The second Chinaman.” 

Everyone turned. 

“Saskia mentioned him. In her early testimony, before 

Hampton Court. She said there were two central figures. Han-Zo, 

and a second man. Green eyes. A scientist. She described him as 

the architect of the specific compounds—the living death, the 

cognitive suppression agents, the blue ray weapon technology. She 
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said he was in a palace in Ho-Nan. We haven’t found a reference 

to him in any server because Han-Zo compartmentalised. The 

scientist is a separate world. No network connection. No digital 

trace. A person who exists, as far as we can establish, in one 

physical location and nowhere else.” 

Ho-Nan: Henan Province. Central China. 

“Which is inside China, and therefore outside anything 

resembling our jurisdiction.” 

Charron: “The MSS liaison was cooperative tonight. In a 

limited way. But cooperative. I have a contact at the Ministry 

who has been more forthcoming than most—not officially, over a 

very good dinner. I will have the conversation.” 

Aldridge nodded. Harkness looked at the network map. The 

architecture. Forty years of construction, and they had broken 

the surface of it. 

 

* * * 

 

Saskia was at the table of the MI5 safe house, awake. She 

had been awake all night—not anxiously, but attentively. She had 

spent eleven years being controlled. The first night of not being 

controlled was too important to sleep through. 

Harkness entered. She looked up. Not the performance of 

reaction, not the social calibration that eleven years of 

enforced performance had refined to automatic—just herself, 

tired, present. 
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“You look like you’ve been in an explosion and then spent 

four hours over the water and then been debriefed for another 

four hours.” 

“That’s a very accurate description.” 

“The yacht.” 

“Gone. No body.” 

She absorbed this. Nodded slowly. Not surprised, but 

settling something. “He showed you his face.” 

“How did you—” 

“Because that’s what he would do. At the end. He would want 

to be known, finally, by the people who had come closest to him. 

Not for vanity. He had a word for it. He said the great game 

required a witness. That the only thing that mattered, at the end 

of a forty-year game, was that someone on the other side knew 

they had been in a real game with a real opponent.” 

“He called it a game.” 

“He called it several things, depending on the day. A game. 

A project. The Celestial Age. He meant the same thing by each of 

them.” 

Harkness sat across from her. “He said goodbye to you. 

Through me. He said you deserve the chance to find ordinary 

happiness.” 

Something crossed her face—complex, layered. Not grief 

exactly. Something that knew grief and had decided not to perform 

it. “He was not a good man. But he was—he was the only world I 

knew for eleven years. That is not the same as caring for 

someone. But it leaves a shape.” 
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“I know.” 

“What do I do now?” 

A real question. Not rhetorical. The practical question of a 

woman who had been inside a controlling structure since she was 

twenty-one and was now, for the first time, structureless. 

He told her about the testimony, the legal proceedings, the 

witness protection. She listened. Then: “That’s what I have to 

do. I asked what I do.” 

The distinction she was drawing. Harkness looked at her. “I 

think—you decide. For the first time. With no one deciding it for 

you.” 

“That sounds terrifying.” 

“Most freedoms are, at first.” 

She looked at him for a long moment. Then, carefully, 

deliberately, she reached across the table and put her hand over 

his bandaged one. Not a romantic gesture—something more 

fundamental. Contact. Acknowledgement. 

“Govind Rao.” 

Harkness waited. 

“I want to know what happened to him. Properly.” 

“The forensic team found remains in the cellar beneath the 

laboratory. The fall from the upper level, the structural 

collapse—it was instantaneous, Saskia. He didn’t suffer. He was 

buying time for me to get you out. That’s what he chose.” 

She was quiet for a long time. Looking at the table, or 

through it, or somewhere that wasn’t here. “He loved me for 

eleven years. I couldn’t give him anything in return. Not the 
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truth of it. I couldn’t let him know what I felt because what I 

felt was complicated and would have changed things between us and 

I was afraid of what Han-Zo would do if things changed.” 

“What you felt.” 

“Not what he wanted. Something else. Gratitude, care, the 

specific love you feel for a person who has kept you safe in a 

dangerous world. Not romantic love. But love. And I never told 

him that, and now he’s—” 

She stopped. Not breaking down—she was a woman who had 

survived eleven years by refusing to break down and the habit ran 

deep. But she stopped. 

“You gave him the only thing he asked for,” Harkness said. 

“You let him be brave, at the end, on his own terms.” 

The silence between them. The specific silence of two people 

who are beginning, very carefully and without naming it, to 

understand what they might eventually be to each other. 

 

* * * 

 

The Crown Prosecution solicitor, Hargreaves, had been 

brought in at six in the morning and had been working without a 

break. She and Aldridge sat with the preliminary case files 

across a table. Forty-three defendants. A thousand-page evidence 

bundle, and growing. 

“The blackmail archive is the most significant evidential 

asset I have seen in twenty-five years of prosecution. If the 

provenance chain holds, we are looking at convictions that will 
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put the senior network members away for the rest of their natural 

lives.” 

“The Privy Council member.” 

Hargreaves chose her words carefully. “That file will 

require careful management. There are constitutional 

considerations. I will be taking instructions from the Attorney 

General’s office before that file moves anywhere. The case will 

be handled correctly and completely. If the evidence supports 

charges, that person will be charged. Not quickly. Not without 

the appropriate oversight. But correctly.” 

Aldridge nodded. He understood what that meant. The 

machinery of justice, applied with appropriate care to an 

appropriate target. He would have preferred faster. He accepted 

necessary. 

“The principal subject. The vessel.” 

“No body recovered. Marine forensics have been working the 

debris field for six hours. They have confirmed the presence of 

human biological material consistent with at most two 

individuals—not four, as the crew manifest listed. Two crew 

members unaccounted for. No material identifiable as the 

principal subject.” 

“Then we cannot formally declare him deceased.” 

“No.” 

Hargreaves made a note. The case file stayed open. An open 

case file without a subject was a document waiting in a drawer. 

But it was also a door that wasn’t closed. 
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* * * 

 

Charron and Harkness walked the corridor of the Yard in its 

afternoon mode—the emergency over, the bureaucracy resumed. 

Neither of them belonged here exactly: Charron was Interpol, 

Harkness was a civilian. Both were in the category the Yard had 

no formal designation for. 

“I leave for Paris tomorrow,” Charron said. “Villeneuve has 

already identified three names from the Paris servers that link 

to operations I thought were unconnected. The Marseilles shipping 

anomalies in 2021. The death of a Hungarian diplomat in 2022. The 

disappearance of a bioinformatics researcher in Lyon. Threads.” 

“You think there’s more.” 

“There is always more. Organisations of this kind do not 

vanish with their leadership. They adapt. The people who survive 

find each other. Smaller, cautious. But they reconstitute.” 

“How long before we see something like this again?” 

Charron considered this with genuine care. “The last time a 

network of comparable scope was dismantled, it took eleven years 

for a successor to emerge. The successor was smaller, more 

cautious, and ultimately more dangerous in some ways because it 

had learned from the predecessor’s exposure. I think we have some 

years. But not many.” 

Harkness stopped walking. “The Shanghai broadcast. Shah 

intercepted it from the MSS liaison’s report. Three weeks after 

the Estuary incident, a figure enters a building in the Pudong 

district. There is a new scorpion idol on a table. Someone says 
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the Scorpion is dead, long live the Scorpion. She flagged it this 

morning.” 

Charron stopped. “She flagged it this morning, and you are 

only telling me now?” 

“This morning you were on a helicopter and this afternoon 

you’ve been in a debrief for five hours.” 

Charron absorbed this. The specific look of a man filing 

information under active, high priority rather than resolved. 

“The second Chinaman,” he said. 

“That was my thought. Not Han-Zo. But someone who was always 

in the background. Who understood the architecture. The scientist 

from Ho-Nan. The architect of the chemistry. The one who made 

everything work.” 

Charron looked at the corridor wall, the busy ordinary 

afternoon of a police building around him. “The Scorpion may be 

dead. But it appears the idea has found a new body.” 

 

* * * 

 

Shah was alone at her station as the shifts changed. She ran 

her trace algorithms on the Celestial Wave’s final communications 

broadcast with the methodical patience of someone who had learned 

that the answer was never where you first looked. 

The relay chain terminated in Reykjavik. Dead end. 

But the trace of the wipe itself was interesting. The wipe 

had been executed by a bespoke operating system—not standard 
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commercial software. The signature was distinctive. And she had 

seen this signature before. 

She pulled her records. Typed a search. The result: this 

operating system signature appeared once before in Scotland 

Yard’s databases. In connection with a shell company registered 

in Singapore. The company had been dissolved three days before 

the Estuary incident. 

The Singapore company’s registered purpose: import and 

export of cultural artefacts of Eastern manufacture. Listed 

inventory, most recent filing: gold figurines of Eastern 

manufacture, eighteenth century or older. 

Shah sat very still. Typed a note. Filed it under OPEN 

INVESTIGATION—PRIORITY ALPHA. 

She would tell Aldridge in the morning. He needed one night. 

But the signature was real. 

The signature meant the final broadcast had been made using 

a system that had also been used to establish a company dissolved 

in anticipation of the Estuary incident. The same hand. The same 

organisation. Still operational. Which meant it was live. Not a 

recording. Live. 

Which meant he was somewhere when it broadcast. And 

somewhere, eventually, could be found. 

She saved her work. The screen showed the relay map: 

seventeen digital ghost trails dissolving into nothing. But not 

quite nothing. 

 

* * * 
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Three weeks later. Shanghai. 

Rain on a city of twenty-five million people. The Huangpu 

River below the Pudong skyline, its towers reflected in moving 

water. A neighbourhood the city had left behind in its rush to 

build higher—narrow lanes, the old Shanghai preserved inside the 

new one like a fossil in stone. 

A figure in a dark coat moved through the rain. The walk 

purposeful but unhurried. The coat’s collar turned up. The face 

invisible from any angle any camera in this lane happened to 

cover. 

The figure entered a building. The door closed. 

A room of spare, deliberate simplicity. No ornamentation 

except what was functional. A table of dark wood. A chair. Good 

light. The air of a room that had been prepared for a beginning, 

not furnished for comfort. 

And on the table: a golden scorpion. 

New-made. Heavier than any of the fragments that had passed 

through evidence bags and pathology tables over the long course 

of the investigation. A complete figure—tail curled to full 

strike, pincers open, the body worked with the intricate cellular 

precision of master craftsmanship. Not a symbol. A declaration. 

A second figure stood in the room, waiting. Young. Perhaps 

thirty. The composure of someone who had been waiting and was not 

impatient. The face angular, thoughtful, intelligent. We do not 

know this person. But they were looking at the figure in the coat 
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with the specific attention of someone receiving the authority to 

act. 

The figure in the coat moved to the table. Did not sit. 

Stood before the golden scorpion and looked at it for a moment 

with the expression of a person performing an act of personal, 

private meaning. 

Then turned to the second figure. Spoke. The words lost to 

rain and distance. 

The second figure listened. Absorbed. Gave the smallest bow—

not servile, but acknowledging. The bow of someone receiving 

commission. 

A voice, low and careful, in Mandarin: The Scorpion is dead. 

A pause. The rain on the roof. The city outside, 

indifferent. 

Long live the Scorpion. 

The figure in the coat moved towards the door. Paused. Just 

before leaving, for one moment, at an angle that no camera in the 

lane was positioned to record—a profile. The edge of a face. 

Yellow eyes reflecting the room’s light. 

Then the figure was gone. The door closed. The room was the 

second figure and the golden scorpion on the table and the rain. 

The rain fell on Shanghai. The city did not notice. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The Celestial Age 

 

The weeks after the Estuary incident moved through London 

with the specific quality of aftermath: things that had been 

private becoming public, things that had been enormous becoming 

manageable, things that had been resolved turning out to contain 

questions that hadn’t been asked yet. 

Mrs. Lennox watched the breakfast news alone at her kitchen 

table. A reporter outside The Hague’s International Criminal 

Court, collar turned up against Dutch rain, describing what 

prosecutors were calling the most significant organised crime 

prosecution in European legal history. The Scorpion Network, 

active across forty-seven countries for nearly four decades. 

Assets estimated at several billion pounds. Reach extending into 

governments, intelligence agencies, and financial institutions on 

six continents. 

She watched with the expression of a woman processing 

information she had not been given—the full scale of what her 

employer had been doing for the past year, now revealed in the 

open, and larger than she had imagined. She picked up the cold 

tea. Set it down. 

In Paris, Charron stood at a window overlooking the Seine 

with a glass of Armagnac he was barely touching. His phone on the 

desk, notifications accumulating. He didn’t look at it. He looked 

at the river. The specific feeling of a man who had spent two 
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years on a case and found the conclusion both complete and 

incomplete simultaneously. 

A military disposal site outside Salisbury held the blue ray 

weapon in a sealed container behind security that would give a 

head of state pause. Scientists in protective suits read the 

Hampton Court documentation with considerable nervousness. They 

knew what it did. They found knowing considerably more unsettling 

than not knowing. 

In an undisclosed location outside England, in a clean room 

with simple furniture and hills visible from the window, Saskia 

stood and looked at the hills with the expression of someone 

learning, very carefully and very slowly, that she was permitted 

to look at things simply because she wanted to. 

And in Grove Park, Harkness sat at his desk doing nothing. 

Not working. Not reading. Just sitting in the particular way of a 

man who had recently discovered that the absence of crisis leaves 

a space he doesn’t yet have a word for. 

Mrs. Lennox appeared in the doorway with tea. 

“You’re brooding.” 

“I’m thinking.” 

“There’s a difference, is there.” 

She set down the tea and didn’t leave. She looked at him. 

“I’ve been watching the news. Forty-seven countries.” 

“Yes.” 

“And last year, while all of this was going on—the people 

coming to this house, the car outside in the night, the business 
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with the study window—you said it was a police matter you were 

advising on. A consultation.” 

“That was technically accurate.” 

“Don’t be clever with me, Dr. Harkness. I’ve been cleaning 

your house for eleven years.” 

A beat. Harkness looked at her. Mrs. Lennox, who had seen 

everything and said nothing, and was now saying something. “I’m 

sorry. I couldn’t tell you. I couldn’t tell anyone.” 

“I know that. I’m not asking for an apology. I’m asking if 

you’re all right.” 

The question sat in the room. Harkness considered it with 

the honesty it deserved. “I think so. Not yet, entirely. But I 

think so.” 

“I thought as much. Drink your tea.” 

She left. Harkness picked up the tea and looked at the 

window. Outside: a perfectly ordinary London morning. 

 

* * * 

 

Six weeks after the Estuary incident, the street outside the 

Central Criminal Court at the Old Bailey was as close to a siege 

as the English legal system permitted. News vans. Camera crews on 

stepladders. Satellite uplinks. Protesters carrying photographs 

of people they had lost. Counter-protesters with very confident 

signs. 

Harkness walked the corridor created by uniformed officers. 

Two journalists called his name. He didn’t stop. 
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The courtroom was at full capacity. The public gallery 

behind armoured glass, overflowing, with the overflow watching on 

screens in the corridor outside. The dock: fourteen defendants. 

Mostly in their fifties and sixties. Expensively dressed. They 

looked like the people who run things, because they had been the 

people who ran things, and the habit of looking like that does 

not dissolve quickly. 

Hartwell, former Deputy Foreign Secretary, was the most 

recognisable. He sat in the dock with the posture of a man who 

had decided that the only dignified response to catastrophic 

exposure was stillness. 

Harkness was in the witness box when the prosecution 

barrister Quinn returned from the afternoon recess. She was 

fifty, precise, the kind of lawyer who made other lawyers 

nervous. “Dr. Harkness, before the recess you described the 

compound designated Series C-7. Can you explain to the jury in 

plain terms what you believe happened to these people?” 

“Series C-7 is a synthetic alkaloid entirely unknown to 

Western toxicology prior to last year. It mimics the signature of 

a cardiac arrhythmia—the kind of event that looks, on a standard 

post-mortem, like a heart attack. The compound degrades within 

forty-eight hours, leaving no trace in standard toxicology 

screening. I identified it because I had access to the Hampton 

Court laboratory’s synthesis documentation and was able to design 

a specific assay to test for its degradation products. That 

assay, applied retrospectively to preserved tissue samples from 

three of the five deceased, returned positive results.” 
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“Meaning they were poisoned.” 

“Meaning they were murdered. Yes.” 

In the dock, the hedge fund director Marchetti closed his 

eyes. He opened them again almost immediately. Thirty years of 

practising blankness reasserted itself. But he had closed them. 

Cross-examination came three hours later. The defence 

barrister Warrington was good—the kind who found the gap and 

pushed at it with quiet persistence. “Dr. Harkness. Your 

involvement in Operation Scorpion was as a civilian consultant. 

You are not a police officer. You have no intelligence training, 

no formal forensic certification in the analysis of synthesised 

compounds.” 

“I have a doctorate in pharmacology, twenty years of 

clinical practice, and fourteen peer-reviewed papers on alkaloid 

compounds of non-Western origin. I was the person in the country 

best placed to analyse what was found at Hampton Court. Inspector 

Aldridge reached the same conclusion.” 

Warrington pressed: during Harkness’s involvement, he had 

been inside the organisation’s premises in an unofficial 

capacity, without standard procedural safeguards protecting the 

chain of evidence. 

“I was never alone. And I would note that I was present in 

those spaces because the organisation had kidnapped me, attempted 

to kill me, and was using chemical agents against protected 

witnesses. The circumstances were not ideal. Neither was the 

organisation.” 

A murmur in the gallery. The judge called for quiet. 
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“I put it to you, Dr. Harkness, that your analysis of these 

compounds is the product of a year of highly irregular activity 

that compromised proper procedure at almost every stage.” 

Harkness took his time. “Three people in this city were 

dying of an unidentified compound when I began this 

investigation. The compound is now identified. Those people 

recovered. Fourteen more individuals died of the same compound in 

the years preceding my involvement. The compound that killed them 

has now been synthesised, characterised, and placed in the 

Metropolitan Toxicology Database so that any pathologist in the 

country can detect it. Whatever one thinks of my methods, Mr. 

Warrington, that is what I did. And I did it correctly.” 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness sat in the anteroom afterward with his jacket off, 

elbows on his knees, when Aldridge appeared. 

“How are you?” 

“He’s good. Warrington. The contaminated-process argument is 

the right one to make from where he’s sitting. He won’t win on it 

but he’ll make the jury think about it.” 

“Quinn says it won’t affect the verdict on the main counts.” 

Aldridge sat. The anteroom was empty except for them—a small 

wood-panelled space that smelled of legal work and centuries of 

human anxiety. “Saskia’s testimony. Thursday. Video link, secure 

channel.” 

“She shouldn’t have to—” 
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“She wants to. Her exact words through counsel: she intends 

to look them in the eye, even through a camera, and describe what 

was done. She said they should hear it in a room they cannot 

leave.” 

Harkness was quiet for a moment. “The identity protocols are 

intact?” 

“No name, no face, voice modulated. Yes. She agreed to it. 

Both because she wanted to and because she understood the 

necessity—don’t ask me to distinguish between those two things, 

because she didn’t.” 

“The Privy Council matter. The Minister was extremely 

careful in the debate yesterday.” 

“The Attorney General’s office is handling it personally. 

Hargreaves says the file is watertight. The process will take the 

time it takes. That individual will be charged.” He said this 

with the quiet emphasis of a man who had learned exactly what 

kind of institutional pressure was brought to bear on such a 

file, and who had decided in advance that it would not work on 

him. “Go home, Harkness. Sleep.” 

 

* * * 

 

Two days later, in an undisclosed secure room, Saskia sat 

before the laptop with a glass of water she would not touch. She 

had been there for twenty minutes before the hearing resumed. 

On screen: the courtroom. The fourteen defendants. She 

looked at them with the systematic attention of a woman who had 
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rehearsed exactly this moment. One by one. She knew their roles. 

She knew what each of them had authorised. 

Hartwell met the camera’s gaze. He could not see her face. 

She could see his. 

“Witness A, can you confirm you are speaking freely and 

voluntarily?” 

“Yes,” she said, her voice modulated by the protocol. “I am 

speaking freely. For the first time in eleven years, I am 

speaking freely.” 

A long beat in the courtroom. 

“I was twenty-one years old when I was taken from Cairo. The 

word taken is accurate. A woman approached me. She said she 

represented a charitable foundation. She said there was work, 

legitimate work, in London. I understood very quickly, once I 

arrived, that I had been lied to. By then the organisation knew 

my family’s location, my history, everything that could be used. 

That knowledge was the mechanism of control. Not chains. 

Knowledge.” 

Her hands, off camera, were folded in her lap. Her voice did 

not falter. 

“I was required to act as an intermediary. A courier of 

information. A face that people trusted because it was a face, 

because I was trained to put people at ease, and I was good at 

it. I was also required, on six occasions over eleven years, to 

administer substances to individuals. I was told what to 

administer and to whom. I was not told what the substances would 

do. I am telling this court now because this court is the first 
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place I have been able to say it where it is heard as fact rather 

than managed as a problem.” 

Warrington rose. The judge cut him off. The witness was 

testifying under immunity granted by the Crown in exchange for 

full cooperation. Her testimony was given freely and its weight 

was for the jury to assess. Sit down. 

“I want to be clear about the organisation. It did not end 

with the explosion in the Thames Estuary. You have fourteen 

people in that dock. The network had fourteen hundred. The people 

in that dock were the ones we could prove. The ones we could 

name. I have sat in rooms with people whose names did not appear 

in the Beckton archive because they were careful. I know those 

names. I have given those names, in full, to the prosecution. I 

want the people in this dock to understand: I know.” 

In the dock, Marchetti closed his eyes. This time he kept 

them closed for four seconds before the habit reasserted itself. 

Hartwell looked at the camera. His face, finally, was not 

blank. It was afraid. 

 

* * * 

 

Two months after the trial, Aldridge’s office had a larger 

sign on the door and a cleaner desk. Three framed photographs on 

the wall: a formal Yard photograph, a press photograph of the 

Estuary debris field from HMS Severn, and one he looked at—a 

printout of the global network map on the night it went dark, the 
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nodes going red in sequence, printed from Shah’s coordination 

screen at three in the morning. 

Charron entered with his suitcase, overcoat still on. “I 

have forty minutes. My driver is a saint.” 

“Sit. There’s Scotch.” 

“There is always Scotch in Scotland Yard. This is one of the 

things that reconciles me to the British.” 

Aldridge poured. Charron delivered the summary: twelve 

convictions at The Hague, two acquittals being appealed, fourteen 

awaiting sentencing. Seven more convicted in Brussels the 

previous week. Proceedings beginning in Frankfurt in February. 

Marchetti cooperating in exchange for a reduced sentence, 

providing names in the secondary network tier. 

“Hartwell.” 

“Pleaded not guilty on all counts and maintained his plea 

throughout. The jury took four hours. He received thirty-two 

years. He is sixty-two. The mathematics are not comfortable for 

him.” 

“Good.” 

Said without satisfaction. Just fact. 

“And you know what I know about the one that matters most.” 

The unspoken name. “No body,” Aldridge said. 

“No body. No biological trace. The crew—two individuals 

whose families have been notified. Nothing of the principal 

subject. The forensic analysts had the debris field for three 

weeks. They were thorough.” 
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Charron produced an envelope from his coat. A single 

photograph. Security camera, Pudong district, three weeks after 

the Estuary. The figure entering the building. His MSS contact 

had run a gait analysis—consistent with a male subject of 

approximately sixty years of age, lean build. Not conclusive. But 

consistent. 

Aldridge put the photograph down. “This isn’t enough to—” 

“No. It’s enough to keep the file open. Which is all I am 

doing. All we can do.” 

Both men sat with the photograph on the desk between them. 

“The Singapore company. The artefacts. You think—” 

“I think the golden scorpion is not simply a symbol. It is 

an object of transfer. The idol in the Shanghai room was new-

made. New-made means someone is making them. Someone with the 

knowledge of how to make them and the resources to commission 

them. That is a specific craft tradition. A specific workshop. If 

I find the workshop—” 

“Keep talking.” 

“I have a contact in the Eastern artefacts trade. Not 

entirely above board, but useful. He is making enquiries. It will 

take time.” 

“Time is what we have.” 

“Yes,” Charron said, with a slight pause. “That is, for the 

moment, true.” 

 

* * * 
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Three months after the trial, Harkness walked in the city 

without watching it for surveillance. He passed a newsagent and 

stopped at the magazine rack. One cover: a photograph of the 

Hampton Court estate, ruined and cordoned, above the headline THE 

SCORPION NETWORK: ONE YEAR ON. He bought it. Stood on the 

pavement reading the first two pages. He knew more than the 

journalist. That was always going to be the case, and he was 

beginning to understand how to live with it. 

He walked on to the hospital. 

The registrar had three cases: progressive peripheral 

paralysis, no fever, no inflammatory markers, standard toxicology 

screens negative. Three patients, all with recent contact with a 

property on Canal Road identified as a former Scorpion storage 

facility. Residual exposure from an unsealed cache—when the 

estate burned, secondary storage points hadn’t all been 

identified in the first sweep. 

Harkness looked at the slide under the microscope. Placed 

what he was seeing within a larger structure of knowledge. “Run 

their bloods against compound families seventeen through twenty-

three in the Metropolitan Toxicology Database—updated in January 

with Hampton Court profiles. I’m going to guess Series B-9. Sub-

acute paralytic, degrades slowly in tissue, treatable with the 

reversal protocol in the Appendix D supplement.” 

The registrar pulled up the database. “The Scorpion files. 

Series B-9—” She read. Looked up. “You wrote this reversal 

protocol.” 
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“I wrote it so that the next person who encountered this 

compound wouldn’t need to spend a year understanding how it 

works. That’s the point of the database.” 

“All three recover?” 

“Fully. Treat in the next thirty-six hours. I’ll countersign 

the protocol.” 

He moved to a terminal and began to type. The registrar 

watched him. A senior researcher who appeared to have direct 

personal knowledge of a compound no one had heard of a year ago, 

writing the treatment as though it were straightforward, because 

for him it was. “Dr. Harkness. Were you—” 

“I was involved in the original case, yes. These compounds 

exist because someone built a laboratory to make them. The 

laboratory is gone. The database exists so that what the 

laboratory made can be recognised and treated. That’s the only 

productive outcome available to me.” 

He printed the protocol, signed it, handed it to her. “Call 

me if any of the three deteriorate unexpectedly. They won’t. But 

call me if they do.” 

 

* * * 

 

His dinner was in the fridge and Mrs. Lennox had gone home 

when Harkness found the parcel on his study desk. Standard brown 

wrapping, no postmark, no return address, his name in a typeface 

that could have been generated by any printer in any city. 

He sat with it for a moment. Then opened it. 
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Inside: a USB drive. And beneath it, a folded sheet of 

paper. One line, in handwriting he recognised—the handwriting of 

someone who wrote carefully, as though handwriting was itself a 

form of precision. 

He read the note. The camera of his attention held on what 

passed through his face as he read it: relief, and alarm, and 

something that took him a moment to identify. It was the feeling 

of a weight he hadn’t known he’d been carrying, lifting. 

He opened the laptop. Inserted the drive. A password prompt. 

He thought. Tried a word—refused. Tried again: a phrase, not a 

word. A phrase from a conversation they had had in a burning 

building, an exchange in the dark that he had filed away without 

knowing why. On the third attempt: 

A list of files. Organised with the orderliness of a woman 

who, even while captive and afraid, had organised things because 

organisation was what she had. The titles visible on screen: 

COMPOUND SERIES C—SYNTHESIS. BLUE RAY—SPECIFICATIONS AND TEST 

DATA. COGNITIVE OVERRIDE—MECHANISM AND REVERSAL PROTOCOLS. SERIES 

B VARIANTS—FULL DOCUMENTATION. FINANCIAL ROUTING—SECONDARY TIERS. 

And more. Dozens. 

Harkness opened the COGNITIVE OVERRIDE file. Read the first 

page. Then closed the laptop. 

He sat in the quiet. The study around him. The city outside. 

He knew exactly what he was holding. He knew what it meant 

that she had kept it—the specific fear and the specific 

calculation of a woman who had held onto these files because she 

hadn’t known if she would need them, and was now giving them up 
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because she had decided she didn’t, or that if she did, this was 

the only person she trusted to decide. 

He picked up his phone. Looked at it for a long moment. Then 

dialled. 

 

* * * 

 

The USB drive in an evidence bag between them. Aldridge read 

the note aloud as Harkness had asked: she had found the files 

before the estate burned. She had kept them because she was 

afraid. She was sending them because she was less afraid now. She 

wanted them destroyed. She trusted him to know whether that was 

possible. 

Aldridge held the evidence bag. Didn’t open it. Just held 

it. 

“She trusts you.” 

“She trusts us. Both of us.” 

Aldridge set it down. Stood. Went to the window. “I should 

log this immediately. Chain of custody. Evidential material with 

potential bearing on active proceedings.” 

“I know.” 

“The blue ray specifications. DSTL has been working from the 

recovered hardware for three months. They’ve characterised the 

output but they have no theoretical basis. These files would give 

them the theoretical basis.” 

“I know.” 
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“And the cognitive override. If that methodology is what it 

appears to be—” 

“Alan.” 

Aldridge turned. Harkness almost never used his first name. 

“The cognitive override is how they controlled her. Not 

drugs—the drugs were part of it, but the methodology is broader 

than that. It’s a system. Social, psychological, pharmaceutical, 

informational, all working together. A manual for how to make a 

person unable to leave a situation they are in. And it works. It 

worked on her for eleven years. It worked on two hundred and 

forty-seven people in the blackmail archive in a less complete 

form. If that manual exists in any accessible form—in any 

government archive, any intelligence service—it will be used. Not 

to help people out of situations. To put people into them.” 

A long silence. Aldridge at the window. Outside: the 

ordinary morning of the city. 

“If I log it, it goes to GCHQ. MOD. Five and Six. The 

intentions of the people studying it will be good. The 

applications will be something else.” 

“Yes.” 

“And if I don’t log it, I’ve made a decision that isn’t mine 

to make. A serving police officer suppressing material evidence 

in a national security investigation.” 

“Yes.” 

A pause. “The reversal protocols. If those are real—” 

“They’re real. I read the first file. The reversal protocols 

describe a methodology for undoing what the cognitive override 
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does. Therapeutically. Clinically. They are, in my opinion, more 

valuable medically than the methodology itself is valuable to 

intelligence. And they’re not the same document. The reversal 

protocols are in the file. The cognitive override methodology is 

separate. They can be separated.” 

“You’re saying we could destroy the weapon and keep the 

antidote.” 

“I’m saying we could. I’m not saying we should. Because 

separating them still requires us to have already made the 

decision to suppress. I’m not making that argument for you. I’m 

laying out what’s available.” 

“What does Charron think?” 

“He’s on a flight from Lyon. I called him this morning.” 

A knock at the door. Charron entered, overcoat still on, 

having caught an earlier connection. 

He listened without interrupting. When Aldridge finished, 

Charron was quiet with the specific quality that meant he was not 

gathering himself but arriving at a conclusion he had already 

suspected. 

“I have thirty years in intelligence services,” he said. 

“The acquisition is always for defence. The deployment is always 

something else. I have seen this pattern repeat six times. I will 

go further than Harkness: the cognitive override methodology—I 

would destroy it without hesitation and without apology.” 

“Even the reversal protocols? Those could help people.” 

Harkness: “The reversal protocols are mine to describe 

publicly. I understand the methodology from what I’ve read. I can 
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publish the clinical principles without publishing the source. 

The medical value survives destruction of the original document. 

The weapon does not.” 

Charron and Aldridge looked at each other. 

“You’ve already decided,” Aldridge said. 

“I decided when she asked me whether destruction was 

possible. I’m not making this decision for you, Alan. I’m telling 

you what I think. The decision is yours—it’s your career, it’s 

your signature, it’s your institution.” 

Aldridge looked at the evidence bag. The drive inside it. 

Everything on the drive. “The note. What did she ask, exactly?” 

“She asked whether destruction was possible. Not whether it 

was legal. Whether it was possible.” 

A beat. 

Charron, quietly: “She was right to trust you.” 

He picked up the evidence bag. Looked at Aldridge. The 

weight of the moment between them—the deaths they had seen, the 

choices that had brought them here, Govind Rao in the cellar, the 

fire on the Thames. 

“Do you have a facility where this drive can be physically 

destroyed off the logging system?” 

A very long pause. 

“Give me a moment.” 

 

* * * 

 



Gael / THE SILVER SCORPION /  322 

 

The evidence destruction facility was industrial. 

Functional. The thermal destruction unit used for scheduled 

disposal of classified evidence—the legitimate kind, properly 

logged, signed off by two authorised officers with an auditable 

paper trail. Aldridge had not used the paper trail. There were 

three people in the room who knew that. 

He held his card over the activation panel. His hand was not 

shaking. That took an effort. 

“For the record—there is no record. This is not a procedural 

destruction. I am making a choice.” 

“Noted,” Charron said. 

“If this ever comes back to us—” 

“If it comes back, I’ll tell the truth,” Harkness said. “I 

asked you to do this. I’ll say that plainly to anyone who asks, 

including a disciplinary hearing.” 

“That’s not protection, Harkness. That’s just the truth 

arriving earlier.” 

“It’s all I have. Alan. Do it.” 

Aldridge looked at the drive one last time. Then activated 

the console. 

The destruction cycle began at twelve hundred degrees. The 

unit was quiet—no drama in it. It processed the way it always 

processed. Ninety seconds. The display showed DESTRUCTION 

COMPLETE. 

All three men stood with this for a moment. The room very 

ordinary around them: industrial grey, good lighting, the smell 

of heat. 
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“And the note?” Charron said. 

“I burned it this morning. Before I came here.” 

Charron nodded. Harkness looked at the display. DESTRUCTION 

COMPLETE. The machine didn’t know what it had destroyed. It only 

knew it was finished. 

They filed out of the room. 

 

* * * 

 

Coffee. The three of them. The silence between them had 

changed quality. Something had been done that could not be 

undone, and they were sitting with it in the way of people who 

were not going to pretend it was lighter than it was, but who 

were also not going to pretend they would have decided 

differently. 

Charron reported: Geneva on Thursday, six names on his 

current list intersecting with the Singapore shell company, a 

residual infrastructure held in reserve. Sleepers, Aldridge 

called them. A continuation, Charron said. As if the primary 

network was always understood to be one layer of something 

larger. The nature of what lay beneath: not yet known. 

“You believe he’s alive,” Harkness said. 

Charron looked at him carefully. “I believe I have not seen 

evidence sufficient to conclude otherwise. In my profession, 

absence of evidence is not a conclusion. It is the beginning of a 

different investigation.” 
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“The second Chinaman. Saskia’s description—green eyes, a 

scientist, the architect of the chemistry. He was never 

identified.” 

“He was never found in any server because he was never on 

any server. A man who does not exist digitally is a man the 

digital world cannot find. But the physical world always contains 

a trace. I am looking.” 

“Not forever,” Aldridge said. 

“Nothing is forever,” Charron said, with what might have 

been a smile. “Not even scorpions.” 

He rose and extended his hand to Harkness. “You are not a 

detective. You are not a spy. You are a doctor who was pulled 

into something that should have killed you four times, and each 

time it did not, you used the time to understand it more 

carefully. The database you built—the compounds, the protocols—

will save more lives than most operations produce in their entire 

conduct.” 

Harkness shook his hand. “Gaston. The first time we met, I 

thought you were dead.” 

“Yes. I find that is a useful condition to cultivate. It 

allows one to arrive at the correct moment.” 

He left. Aldridge and Harkness exchanged a look. 

“I should never have heard any of that.” 

“Professionally, no.” 

“Personally—” 

“Personally it’s what you’d have done anyway.” 

A beat. “Yes.” 
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Aldridge went to the window. When he spoke, he was looking 

at the city. “I’ve been a police officer for twenty-six years. I 

have run operations that went well and operations that went badly 

and operations that went both at once. I have made decisions I’ve 

had to justify to myself for years afterward. I thought I 

understood the shape of this work.” 

A beat. 

“This was different. Not because of the scale, though the 

scale was extraordinary. Because of the people. Govind Rao. 

Saskia. You.” 

“Aldridge—” 

“Let me finish. You are a civilian who spent a year in 

proximity to things that have ended careers and ended lives, and 

you never once acted out of anything other than the clearest 

possible sense of what was right. Including just now. Including 

the decision we just made. I want to say that out loud while 

there’s no one here to hear it except you.” 

Harkness was quiet for a long moment. “A lot of people 

helped. A lot of people got hurt.” 

“Yes. That’s always true. And it’s also true that it would 

have been worse. Much worse. Without what you did.” He turned 

from the window. “Go home. For once, just go home.” 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness at his desk in the evening. The fire low. Books, 

specimens, the clinical tidiness of the room he had lived and 
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worked in for twelve years. He was reading the magazine article 

about the operation he had spent a year inside. 

It was good journalism. It was also missing things, wrong 

about others, and had a photograph of the Lantern House that made 

it look larger than it had been. The journalist had clearly been 

briefed by someone close to the investigation—the broad lines 

were right. The writer had no idea what was in the rooms 

underneath the Hampton Court estate. No idea what had been on the 

USB drive. No idea what had been decided in an evidence 

destruction facility that morning. 

Harkness finished the article. Closed the magazine. 

Mrs. Lennox appeared in the doorway on her way out. 

“Dr. Harkness. I have been working for you for eleven years. 

I have never pried into your private affairs and I don’t intend 

to start. But you are different. You were different when all of 

this was happening, and you are different now that it has 

stopped, and the difference is not bad. I just wanted you to know 

that I noticed.” 

Harkness looked at her. “Thank you, Mrs. Lennox.” 

“Goodnight.” 

She left. The door closed. Harkness sat alone in the quiet 

study. 

His phone lit up. An encrypted message. A name he did not 

recognise—one of the security protocols, the current alias. But 

he knew who it was. 

The message: four words. EDINBURGH IS QUITE COLD. 

He typed back: TOLD YOU SO. 
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He looked at the screen for a moment. Then put the phone 

down and went to make himself dinner. 

 

* * * 

 

Six months later. October. The specific quality of autumn 

light over London: grey and luminous simultaneously, a light that 

made everything look both ordinary and significant. The east 

ponds on Hampstead Heath, still. The city in the distance, 

performing itself. 

Harkness was on the bench at the top of the ridge. He came 

here most mornings now—not from discipline, from preference. He 

had had time to think about the difference between those two 

things. 

A figure from the north path. A coat he hadn’t seen before. 

Hair different—shorter, layered differently. The face the same, 

but occupied differently: less the watchful attentiveness of 

someone managing exits, more the provisional openness of someone 

who had been learning, with professional help, what it costs to 

want things. 

Saskia sat beside him. They looked at the city. 

“It’s cold.” 

“It’s October.” 

“I’ve been in Edinburgh for four months. I thought I 

understood cold. I was wrong.” 

“Edinburgh is a different calibre of cold. It’s the wind. 

The city was built on hills and the hills disagree with warmth.” 
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“I’ve started walking to appointments. My therapist says 

it’s productive—the physical movement combined with the thinking-

time. I suspect she would say anything I was already doing was 

productive. That is what makes her a good therapist.” 

“How is it? Therapy.” 

She considered this with the genuine attention she gave 

everything. “It is the most uncomfortable thing I have ever 

chosen to do. Which is saying something. It is also useful. She 

has a word—she calls what happened to me ‘structured captivity.’ 

Not a clinical term, just her word for it. The structure was what 

made it work. The organisation didn’t need to threaten me every 

day—the structure was always there, and I had internalised it so 

completely that I enforced it myself. Dismantling it requires 

finding every place I’ve internalised it.” 

“That sounds like a long process.” 

“She says eighteen months to two years before I know the 

full shape of it. Possibly longer. But she also says that the 

fact I am here and voluntary and honest about wanting to recover 

is the most important variable. She says I am ready, which I 

found both encouraging and slightly alarming.” 

“Why alarming?” 

“Because being ready means facing the things. And the things 

are—they are quite large.” 

A beat. “Sarah Clarke.” 

“Is a very dull name.” 

“How does she feel? To inhabit?” 
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A real question, and she treated it as one. “Strange. In the 

way that all new things are strange. She is simpler than I am, 

which is probably the point—she has a history that is 

unremarkable, work that is unremarkable, tastes that are 

unremarkable. My therapist says the simplicity will become an 

asset eventually. That there is a kind of freedom in having no 

reputation to maintain. I’m trying to see it that way.” 

“Are you?” 

“Some days. Other days it feels like wearing someone else’s 

coat. But I’ve worn other people’s identities before. The 

difference is I chose this one.” 

She looked at him. “The testimony. I’ve been thinking about 

it. Six months on.” 

“And?” 

“I am glad I did it. Not because it helped the prosecution—

though I hope it did. Because of Hartwell’s face. I watched his 

face change from hatred to fear in the space of five minutes. 

That is something I needed to see. Not for revenge—I don’t think 

what I felt was revenge. It was the need to be believed. To say a 

true thing in a room that couldn’t dismiss it. I had been saying 

true things in rooms that dismissed them for eleven years.” 

“What do you want, Saskia? Not the protocol. Not what’s 

available. What do you actually want?” 

She was quiet for a moment. Looking at the city below them. 

“I want to eat breakfast in the same place two mornings in a row 

without assessing the exits. I want to read a book purely for the 
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book. I want to go somewhere because I want to go there, not 

because I need to be there. These sound like small things.” 

“They’re not small.” 

“No. My therapist says the same thing. She says the work is 

not learning to want them but unlearning the part of me that was 

taught they were not available.” 

The specific quiet of two people who have been corresponding 

for six months in careful encrypted sentences and are now 

discovering that being in the same place is different and not 

worse. 

“If the correspondence has been—if it’s been useful—” 

“Yes.” 

“And if the protocols would allow something more in person. 

Occasionally. Edinburgh isn’t—” 

“Edinburgh isn’t London, no.” 

“But it’s not—it’s not impossible.” 

She looked at him with full attention. “I told my therapist 

I was coming to London today. She asked me why. I told her there 

was a person I wanted to see. She asked me if the wanting was 

mine or whether I was managing someone else’s expectations. I 

thought about it for a week. Then I told her: it’s mine. The 

wanting is mine.” 

The simplest possible statement of a thing that had taken 

eleven years and four months of therapy to be able to say. 

“I’m glad.” 
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He put his hand on the bench between them. Not reaching for 

her—just an available hand. After a moment, she put hers beside 

it. Not quite touching. The lightest possible contact. 

“There’s something else I need to tell you.” 

Harkness waited. 

“I didn’t send you everything on that drive. I kept some 

files. Not the weapons—I never kept those. Notes. Records. Names. 

People I knew about who weren’t in the network’s official 

documentation. Connections the trials haven’t reached, and won’t, 

because there’s no evidential record except my memory. I know 

what it is. I’ve been holding it for seven months, trying to 

determine what to do with it.” 

“Saskia.” 

“I’m not going to Scotland Yard with it. Not because I don’t 

trust Aldridge. Because the information, once it enters a system, 

is no longer mine and I cannot control where it goes, and some of 

the people named were themselves victims who made choices under 

duress. Not everyone in that file belongs in a dock. Some of them 

belong somewhere else.” 

“Where?” 

“There’s a journalist. A woman in Warsaw. She has spent four 

years reporting on the network’s Eastern European operations. 

She’s careful, she’s serious, she is not interested in spectacle. 

I’ve been reading her work. I think she would know what to do 

with what I have. Not to publish all of it. To use it to find the 

rest. To give it to the people it would help.” 

“That’s—” 
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“I know it’s not standard procedure.” 

“I was going to say: that’s a good answer. Not the legal 

answer. The right one.” 

She looked at him. The specific quality of a woman who had 

been told, for the first time in a very long time, that her 

judgment was trusted without qualification. 

“I’m going to learn to live as Sarah Clarke for a year. And 

then I’m going to decide about Warsaw. Is that an honest answer?” 

“It’s the most honest answer I’ve ever heard.” 

He didn’t move his hand from the bench. She didn’t move 

hers. The lightest possible contact. The beginning of something 

that both of them knew was going to be slow and careful and worth 

it. 

They sat for a while. The October light on the city. The 

ordinary morning going about itself below them. 

 

* * * 

 

Three months later, a copy editor at a medical journal read 

a paper titled ALKALOID COMPOUNDS OF NON-WESTERN ORIGIN IN 

FORENSIC PATHOLOGY: A CLASSIFICATION FRAMEWORK WITH CLINICAL 

COUNTERMEASURES. She had been editing academic papers for twelve 

years. She did not consider this one remarkable until she reached 

the clinical results section. 

She read the results section. Then read it again. Called 

across the room: a new detection protocol for nine previously 

uncharacterised compounds. A reversal treatment for a paralytic 
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class that had, according to the literature review, no known 

treatment. And the reversal treatment was being made freely 

available, no patent, no licensing. 

“Who publishes something with no patent?” 

“Who’s the author?” 

“Harkness. Dr. K. Harkness. The toxicologist from the 

Scorpion Network case. One of the consultants.” 

A pause. 

“We’re publishing it.” 

 

* * * 

 

Harkness at his desk in the evening. The room the same: 

books, specimens, the fire. And on the wall, new—a framed 

citation from the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, hung in the 

corner behind the door where he could see it only when he closed 

the door from the inside. 

He was writing the acknowledgements section of the paper. 

Pen on paper. He had been at this for an hour. 

He wrote: I am grateful to Inspector A. Aldridge of the 

Metropolitan Police, whose patience and judgment made much of 

this work possible. I am grateful to Inspector G. Charron of 

Interpol, whose experience was placed at this investigation’s 

disposal with characteristic generosity. The clinical data in 

Chapter Seven was obtained through circumstances I am not at 

liberty to describe; I note only that the source was accurate, 

thorough, and motivated entirely by the desire that this 
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information be used to help rather than harm. I am grateful, 

above all, to a colleague who prefers to remain unnamed, and who 

has more courage than any person I have known. 

He paused. Reread the last line. Nodded at it. Saved the 

file. Stretched. The room: the ordinary quiet of a Tuesday 

evening in November. 

His phone lit up. The encrypted channel. The agreed alias. 

He opened the message. 

Two words: AM WELL. And then, on the next line: I READ THE 

PAPER. And then, on the line below that: 

An emoji. A golden scorpion. 

Harkness stared at the screen. Then, slowly, he smiled. Not 

the smile of relief. The smile of a man receiving a private 

signal in a code that only two people in the world share, and 

knowing exactly what it means, and finding that it means 

something good. 

He typed back: GLAD TO HEAR IT. And then, after a moment: 

THE PAPER WILL BE PUBLISHED IN JANUARY. I THOUGHT YOU’D WANT TO 

KNOW. 

He set the phone down. Looked at the window. Outside: 

London, wet, ordinary, enormous. The rain beginning. The street 

quiet below. 

He went back to his paper. 

 

* * * 
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The camera, if there were a camera, would pull back now. 

Through the window and into the rain-slicked street. The house—

one lit window among a thousand. A street among millions. The 

city at night, indifferent and alive, carrying in its dark the 

private, unmappable interior life of eleven million people, each 

of whom was in the middle of something the city didn’t know 

about. 

Somewhere in it, something moves through the rain. We don’t 

see it clearly. We are not meant to. 

In the darkness: a sound. The very faint, very distant sound 

of what might be footsteps on a wet street. Or might be rain. The 

distinction, from here, is not possible. 

And then, for a moment—in the dark—a golden scorpion. 

Glowing. Perfect. Complete. 

Then gone. 

 


