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      Michael Pope held onto the overhead rail as the tube train screeched at speed around a corner and reflected how it would’ve been easy to feel insulted by the mission.

      Your target has no training, Number Twelve. He’s 47, overweight, smokes a pack of cigarettes a day, and would struggle to run for a bus. No access to weapons. No training in unarmed combat. If you choose the right moment, he’s likely to be drunk.

      Pope felt the crush of passengers around him sway one way and then the other as the train exited the bend and pulled into Clapham Common station. The doors opened. He watched his target push through a family of bewildered Spanish tourists before joining the commuters streaming along the platform.

      Your task is to put him out of action for at least two months. We’re talking about hospitalisation. And not just a bloody nose or a cracked rib––that’s not good enough. Batter him. Give him a concussion. Break some bones, ones that’ll take longer to heal. He works in an office, so make sure you put at least one of his hands out of action. Stamp on it. Break his fingers. He’s a treacherous shit. He deserves it.

      Pope kept his eyes fixed on the back of the target’s head as he climbed the stairs to ground level. He remembered the months spent learning tradecraft after retiring his commission and moving to the Group. Imagine the two of you are connected by a piece of elastic, his trainer had drilled into him. In open spaces, you can let the elastic stretch; in crowded areas, not so much—you needed to stay close.

      The target had thinning brown hair, was of medium height and wore a blue suit and a white shirt. He was average and nondescript. It wouldn’t take more than a second or two to lose him in the crowds.

      I cannot stress enough that the attack must appear random. People who know what they’re talking about are going to be studying this very closely indeed. They’re going to be searching for the smallest sign that it was a professional job. They mustn’t think that it was.

      Pope turned left at the top of the stairs and walked towards the green expanse of Clapham Common. It was after ten o’clock, and crowds of Friday night drinkers spilled out noisily onto the pavement. He’d followed the target home every day this week and knew exactly which route he’d take. He allowed the elastic to stretch; no point getting close until it was absolutely necessary. There were dozens of cameras along this end of the road. If the police investigated the mugging properly, they’d examine CCTV footage to see if anyone had been following the victim.

      Given what was about to happen, Pope had to make certain that suspicion didn’t fall on him.
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      Giles Marston—special advisor at HM Treasury—strode out across the stretch of open Common, weaving slightly from the six pints he’d polished off with his colleagues in the Red Lion pub on Whitehall. He picked through the pieces of gossip he’d heard that evening: the new administrative assistant, a pretty young thing called Sally, had let slip that HMRC resource constraints were driving the threshold for investigations into tax evasion even higher; Clive, who became very loose-lipped after his third glass of Merlot, mentioned that a special Russian sanctions team had been assembled, drawing in expertise from across government. Putin had invaded Crimea and they were talking about what was going to happen next. Marston knew both subjects would be of interest to Fairweather. He reminded himself to jot down the details as soon as he got home.

      His mind was occupied with money; his own money, not the billions in Treasury funds that kept him busy during office hours. The clandestine payments he’d been receiving for just over a year were still coming through like clockwork, but he had discovered that unexpected wealth brought its own unique challenges, especially when that wealth had to be hidden from sight. It was almost a full-time job. He was thinking about opening a new account, just to be safe. Two accounts: one in Switzerland, one in the Bahamas. He knew better than anyone which countries provided information to the British government, and which didn’t. Just last week he’d seen an official letter from the Central Bank of the Bahamas refusing to share details of an account that the British government claimed was being used by a software company to hide its assets from sight.

      A holiday to Nassau might be on the cards. Make an appointment with a banker who wouldn’t ask questions, set up an account, dump money into it.

      Easy.

      A group of young men waved and called out to him. He glanced across and saw their football bouncing in his direction. He let it run past before continuing on his way, ignoring their angry shouts.

      Marston had told himself he’d save a hundred grand and then stop. That point had come and gone in two months. When you had it, a hundred grand really didn’t seem like very much. In fact, once you had got used to flying business, wine from Berry Brothers, the way his new Tesla sped up away from other cars at the traffic lights, even two hundred grand seemed like small change. Now he was aiming for a straight million. He’d crossed the halfway line, and this new contract Crispin Fairweather had told him about meant that there was going to be plenty more in the coming months. There was even the possibility, according to Fairweather, that Marston would meet the client, something he had never done before.

      “It’s someone who understands the need for discretion,” Fairweather had reassured him. “Introducing him to my secret weapon—you—will underline just how far we are ahead of the opposition. It’ll justify the exorbitant amounts we are going to charge him. It’ll cement our relationship. You’ll be an obscenely rich man before the year is out.”

      One more year, Marston told himself. One more year and I’ll stop.

      He’d reached a small copse of trees in the middle of the Common when he saw a man up ahead pissing against a tree. Dark hoodie, baseball cap, jeans. The black puffer jacket made it difficult to gauge his build. He was unshaven, and a hand-rolled cigarette was stuck in the corner of his mouth. There was a bottle of something propped up against the base of the tree.

      The man glanced over his shoulder at Marston. “Got the time, mate?”

      He slurred his words. Drunk. Probably homeless too, thought Marston, struggling to keep the look of disgust off his face.

      “Got the time?” the man said again.

      “Bugger off,” Marston said with more confidence than he felt, stumbling slightly on the uneven ground.

      “Don’t be an arsehole,” the man said. He zipped up his trousers. “I just asked for the time.”

      Marston quickened his pace.

      “What about a cigarette?”

      He didn’t know how it had happened, but the man was close now, less than ten feet away.

      “I told you, piss off.”

      The punch came from nowhere, a glancing blow that cracked Marston’s nose and sent him tumbling to the ground. The man immediately went to Marston’s back pocket, taking out his wallet. Marston rolled over, putting his hands up to protect his face while kicking out with his legs to keep his attacker at bay.

      “Help!” he shouted. “Help!”

      Marston scrambled to get back to his feet but somehow the man was quicker. He kicked him, his boot connecting with Marston’s chest. Something cracked. Marston threw up most of the beer he’d drunk that evening.

      The man reached into Marston’s jacket and grabbed his phone. It slipped out of his grasp and fell to the ground. Marston reached for it; it was a mistake. The man stamped down hard on Marston’s outstretched arm, snapping the bone cleanly in half.
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      It was six on Saturday morning and Control looked exactly as he always looked: emotionless, authoritative, immaculately dressed.

      Charlie Cooper wondered if the man ever slept.

      “Putin’s annexation of Crimea has been met with a determination by Western governments to create a ring of sanctions so tight that it squeezes the life out of the Russian economy,” said Control. “But sanctions are only as effective as their weakest link. As soon as the Russians identify the back doors and loopholes, the whole thing will become a pointless charade. Worse than that, it’ll embolden Putin to go even further.”

      Cooper glanced out of the window at the bank of low clouds rolling over the Thames.

      Control slid a photograph across the polished mahogany desk. “Do you recognise this man from anything you might have seen when you were with MI6?”

      Cooper looked down. The photograph showed a man in his early sixties with flat grey hair, a soft jawline, and a ruthless glint in his green eyes.

      “Igor Sidorov. Minor oligarch—second tier at best. Made his money from tin mines in Siberia. Six looked at recruiting him in the late nineties when he was on his way up, but they could never offer him anything close to the amounts he was making himself. You know what it was like back then.”

      “The Wild East,” Control said.

      “And then some. What’s he doing now?”

      “Changing sides.”

      “Really?”

      “What if I told you that our friend Sidorov doesn’t like Putin anymore?”

      Cooper considered the idea. No one ‘liked’ Putin; it’d be a question of whether Sidorov judged he would make more money on the outside than on the inside. That was a simple question to answer.

      “I’d take any suggestion that he’s not loyal to Putin with a generous pinch of salt, sir.”

      “Sidorov boarded his yacht in Sochi last week and sailed to Istanbul. His first phone call upon arrival was to a London firm called Fairweather Associates that specialises in reputation management. Have you heard of them?”

      Reputation management was one of those sectors that simply hadn’t existed a generation ago. Now it was where the smart investment money went. All those Russian oligarchs and Gulf oil sheikhs wanting their reputations whitewashed made it a very lucrative profession indeed.

      “I have, sir.”

      Cooper recalled reading about it in the Times. The firm had been set up by Crispin Fairweather, a former Captain in the Household Cavalry and recipient of the Queen’s Gallantry Medal, awarded for his having continued to observe and report on ongoing insurgent activity despite being under  intense fire during his second tour of duty in Afghanistan. Like most people still in the game, Cooper harboured a special disdain for the legions of former Crown and civil servants who’d migrated to the private sector in search of riches, selling their expertise to whomever had the money to pay for them. Sometimes they even ended up working for the same individuals they had only months earlier been trying to bring down. It was corruption by any other name, but it was rife—and legal—in London. A whole industry of former soldiers, spooks, policemen, lawyers, and tax inspectors who’d effectively joined the other side.

      Control shot his cuffs. “In that phone call, Sidorov told Crispin Fairweather that he’d decided Putin was bad for Russia and wanted to make a home in the West. However, he’s smart enough to know he’ll need to rehabilitate his reputation first.”

      “Hence hiring Fairweather?”

      “Quite so. Specifically, he asked Fairweather to remove damaging stories in circulation online, promote more favourable ones, offer strategic advice, and connect Sidorov to those in positions of power.”

      Firms like that do a lot more besides, Cooper thought. He himself had colleagues who had crossed over to the dark side. They called it ‘black PR.’ They set up and ran social media profiles that attacked their clients’ rivals, collected compromising material, hacked into personal accounts, and employed ex-surveillance professionals to follow anyone who publicly criticised their client. They took techniques and expertise once owned by intelligence agencies and repurposed them. It often went beyond mere surveillance and turned into harassment and intimidation. He’d read reports of violence being employed.

      Control continued, “Sidorov told Fairweather he planned to remain in Istanbul until his rehabilitation was underway. Once he could be assured he’d receive a warm welcome, he’d move to London and invest in the British economy.”

      “Extraordinary that he would choose to speak so candidly over an open line, sir.”

      “Are you suggesting he wanted us to hear him?” asked Control with a wry smile.

      “The thought crossed my mind.”

      “GCHQ picked him up later on what he probably thought was an encrypted line reporting the contents of his call back to a close advisor to Putin.”

      “So, it’s all a pretence—Sidorov wants us to think he’s reformed.”

      Control gave a nod. “Our working hypothesis is that he wants to establish himself as a friendly face while building a network of business and industry contacts that’ll allow Russian interests to work outside of the sanctions. Putin’s success in Crimea depends on Sidorov’s success. If Putin can avoid the economic costs, he’ll be strengthened, and Putin will interpret that as confirmation the West is powerless to stop him. There’s no telling what he might do next—we know he’s been looking at the rest of Ukraine for years. It’s an incredibly audacious plan, and it all rests on the shoulders of Sidorov.”

      Cooper paused. “Would you like me to kill him, sir?”
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      “I would, Eleven,” Control said. “Very much indeed. The question is how. He won’t be easy to approach—very cautious, bordering on paranoid.”

      Cooper was an anomaly in Group Fifteen. A former MI6 officer, he’d absorbed everything there was to know about deception and covert action before growing tired of the endless negotiation, bet hedging and compromise inherent in the world of intelligence. He’d entered the profession determined to make a difference. But after three overseas postings––to Bogotá, Khartoum, and Riyadh––he’d learned the hard way that while collecting intelligence was one thing, acting on it was something else entirely. His masters were zealous in stealing secrets, but lukewarm when it came to action. It hadn’t been difficult for Cooper to decide that he should look elsewhere. Among spies, the phrase ‘it’s not black and white’ had become a sort of virtuous mantra, a way of showing that you understood moral complexity and geo-political reality. But Cooper believed some things were black and white. Some things were bad; some people were evil, and those people didn’t deserve to draw breath.

      That realisation had taken him directly to the door of Group Fifteen.

      Control eyed him. “As you’d expect, given how important he is to Putin, Sidorov is surrounded by security personnel, some of whom are drawn from active Spetsnaz units. Anyone coming into his orbit will be subject to the most intense scrutiny imaginable. It won’t matter that he’s not on home turf––we’ve picked up rumours that Mikhail Fradkov has reached out to Engin Deniz to ensure that Turkish state resources are on standby if needed. That’s the head of the SVR speaking directly to the head of Turkish National Intelligence—that’s how seriously this is being taken.”

      “A hard target, then.”

      “About as hard a target as you could imagine. The only way to get to him will be through stealth, cunning and patience. And that’s where you come in.”

      Cooper knew that the reason Control had selected him for this operation was his profile: no one ever saw him coming. You’d never pick him out of a line-up of potential threats. Medium build, thick-rimmed glasses, brown hair, and a manner that came across as meek rather than menacing. His blandness lent him a malleability that allowed him to blend into his surroundings. An agent from Group Five who had helped him develop the legend he used during his mission to Colombia had told Cooper that he’d been given a nickname within the Firm: the Chameleon. His ubiquity was his greatest asset and his ordinariness made ridiculous the idea that he was a threat. He looked like the sort of person who stood aside to make room for others, the sort of man you could push around. As many had found out to their cost, however, pushing Cooper around was harder than it looked.

      Much harder.

      “We’ve examined every individual in Sidorov’s circle,” said Control. “There’s no way in. Anyone who’s not Russian or who doesn’t have a background working for the Russian state isn’t allowed within a hundred yards. We’re going to have to identify a point of entry further out and work our way in to the centre.”

      Control pushed two surveillance photographs across his desk and tapped the first. The man in the photo had a mane of silvery hair, swept back from a high, tanned, aristocratic forehead.

      Cooper recognised him from the Times article. “Crispin Fairweather… Crispin Fairweather QGM, I should say. Eton, Sandhurst, Household Cavalry and now similarly elite circles but ones with altogether more dubious credentials.”

      “Correct.”

      Control pointed at the second picture of a plump man in his forties, with thinning brown hair and a smirk on his pale face.

      “Don’t recognise him, sir.”

      “You wouldn’t. This is Giles Marston. He was a special advisor at the Treasury.”

      “‘Was’?”

      “He was mugged last night on Clapham Common and put in hospital. Out of action for the foreseeable. Marston was Fairweather’s secret weapon. He’s been passing classified government information that Fairweather sells to his clients––information about tax inspections, new financial regulations, loopholes. Fairweather has made millions out of the access Marston’s provided. And following what happened in Crimea, the Treasury’s coordinating sanctions against Russians in Putin’s circle. Marston would’ve been well-placed to find out who’s next on the sanctions list. They could find out what the UK government thinks of Sidorov. They might even influence UK policy towards him.”

      Cooper leaned forward in his chair. “So Fairweather’s lost his most valuable asset in his moment of greatest need.”

      “Shame, that.”

      “And he’ll be looking for someone to step in and fill the gap.”

      “Precisely.”

      “Someone who looks and sounds like a harmless civil servant.”

      “Know anyone like that, Number Eleven?”

      He wasn’t offended by the suggestion; his anonymity was his greatest strength. “How do we get from Fairweather to Sidorov?”

      “Fairweather was planning to introduce Marston to Sidorov in person, as a demonstration of his reach into the government. The Kremlin want to know that Fairweather really has the insider access to make a difference. It’ll be up to you to convince him to take you in Marston’s place.”

      “We’ll need Fairweather to come to me. If I approach him, it’ll be obvious.”

      “Agreed,” said Control. “A dangle––that’s what’s needed. The oldest trick in the book. You’re the hook, he’s the fish. We just need to make sure that the last thing you look like is a hook.”
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      Crispin Fairweather left a bunch of flowers and a box of expensive chocolates on the table beside Giles Marston’s bed. He glanced over his shoulder to check that the nurse had left before producing a bottle of whisky from his bag.

      “Purely medicinal, of course, but let’s not set alarm bells ringing,” he said, tucking the bottle out of sight under Marston’s bedsheets. “That’s a fifty-year-old Macallan matured in a Barbadillo sherry barrel. If anything will get you back on your feet, it’s that.”

      Fairweather looked across the bed at Bradley Roth, his head of security. They exchanged a glance. Marston looked worse than either of them had expected. Fairweather had come here hoping that Marston could be coaxed back onto his feet in a matter of days, but he looked in terrible shape. His arm was in a cast, several of his fingers were splinted, his ribs were taped up, his nose was broken, a tooth was missing, his left eye was swollen shut and a catheter had been fitted. His good eye blinked repeatedly, as though he was having trouble focusing on his two visitors. The doctor had told them it would be a while before they could fully evaluate the extent of Marston’s concussion, but it was likely to be significant. Hospital for the next few weeks, he said, then at least six weeks of bed rest at home.

      Months off work?

      The timing was horrific.

      Roth leaned in. “You up for a few questions, Giles?”

      His accent was pure Boston, and his off-the-rack blue blazer was stretched almost to tearing point by his powerful shoulders. He placed his large hands on the railing next to the bed.

      Marston’s good eye blinked. “What questions?”

      “Let’s start with an easy one. The guy who roughed you up—what’d he look like?”

      Marston turned his head to the window as though he might find the answer outside. “Like he was homeless. Hoodie, dirty jeans. He was taking a piss against a tree.”

      “You told the police he’d been drinking. What made you think that?”

      Marston lifted his head to take a sip of water through a straw. “He stank of beer.”

      “He did a real number on you,” Roth said. “Even the police were surprised. Most muggers just hit and run, especially once they’ve got what they want. But he worked you over.”

      “So?”

      “Any chance this was a set-up?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Roth smiled patiently. “Is there any chance he knew which route you’d take home and was waiting for you?”

      “Why would anyone want to do that?”

      “You tell me.”

      “He took my wallet and phone. He mugged me—that’s it.”

      Roth had a professional’s suspicion of anything that felt like a coincidence and had told Fairweather that the attack on Marston happening at the same time as the Sidorov contract coming through felt wrong. His working theory was that a rival firm––there were plenty of them, and some played a dirty game––had identified Marston and ordered the beating to damage the company, putting them out of the race for the contract. It was the sort of aggressive move that Fairweather would have ordered, and, he had to admit, it didn’t feel impossible. Roth had put out feelers in his network to see if he could pick up any rumours, but, so far, had found nothing.

      The nurse stuck her head into the room. “A couple more minutes, gentlemen. Mr. Marston needs his rest.”

      The door closed.

      “Bradley is just concerned for your wellbeing,” Fairweather said. “Same as all of us. We’re a team—a family. We look out for one another.” He reached out a hand to pat Marston gently on the shoulder. “There’s something you can do for us while you recuperate. We’ll make sure you get the best treatment, and the payments will continue while you’re in here. But you need to introduce us to someone who can step into the breach.”

      Marston looked shocked. “There’s no one,” he protested. “Once I get the all-clear, I’ll be back at work, and everything goes back the same way as before.”

      Fairweather winced. “Sidorov expects immediate results. He made that very clear. We don’t have the time to wait for you to get back on your feet.”

      “There’s no one,” said Marston, his voice rising. “I’m the only one who can help you.”

      “You need to think harder, Giles. This has left us in the lurch. I’m not blaming you for what happened—of course I’m not—but, you have to admit, it’s put us in a tough spot. I made a promise to Sidorov, and I’ll deliver on it. Let’s think about this together. Which of your colleagues needs cash? Who’s pissed off?”

      Roth leaned closer. “Who might’ve done things they’d be embarrassed about?”

      “They’re not like that,” Marston said. “They’ve all been vetted. They’re the squarest, straightest bunch you can imagine. There’s even one––”

      Fairweather had had enough. “I’m not asking you to approve, Giles. I’m asking you to give me a name.”

      “There’s no one.”

      Roth glanced at Fairweather for permission, and he nodded imperceptibly. Roth leaned forward, grabbed Marston’s broken fingers, and prepared to squeeze.

      “No!” he exclaimed. “No!”

      The same nurse, this time accompanied by a porter, appeared at the door.

      “Is everything all right here, gentlemen?”
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      Fairweather stood stiffly at the bar in the Italian café across the road from his Mayfair office. It was important to maintain routine at times of pressure and stress. His staff knew he would leave his desk at eleven o’clock each morning to have an espresso made the proper way, by an Italian using Italian coffee beans, with just the right balance of bitterness and acidity. If you took your eye off the ball, he liked to tell them, if you relaxed your standards and grabbed a coffee on the run from one of these modern chains, you might find yourself drinking some unpalatable bilge water from Ethiopia or Sierra Leone. And that, he’d say, just wouldn’t do.

      Taking a break, even for a few minutes, was the last thing he felt like doing today. His double-breasted suit concealed the considerable tension he felt across his shoulders and down his back. That’s what Savile Row bought you: clothes that made you look confident, even when the opposite was true. Recent events had left him reeling. It wasn’t every month that one received a personal call from someone like Igor Sidorov and an accompanying transfer of £650,000 to cover what Sidorov had called ‘phase one of operations.’ Fairweather’s team was busy with other clients and business was thriving. But the Sidorov contract would elevate him to another level.

      He sipped his espresso, glancing across with irritation at the man at a nearby table. There was an unspoken rule among regulars that the café was not a suitable place for loud phone calls. There was a street outside for things like that.

      The problem Fairweather needed to solve was that of access. After all, it was access that set him apart from his competitors. New reputation management firms were popping up like weeds, a different one every week, and each one promising the moon. But Fairweather had built a name for himself over the last five years by being able to reach into the heart of the government to extract secrets and influence decision-makers. He had done this by leveraging his vast network of school friends and former army colleagues, and by spending a small fortune on expensive lunches with hard-up civil servants who could be persuaded to share a little office gossip after a second bottle of Burgundy. But all of that could only take you so far. To really deliver—to really stand head and shoulders above the competition—you needed to have an agent, someone you’d bought, someone you could order to steal documents, spread malicious rumours and discreetly move sensitive matters to the top of the pile. You needed someone with access to do your bidding. He’d found someone like that in Marston, but now Marston was lying in a hospital bed drinking through a straw when the company needed him most.

      “It’s the second time,” Fairweather heard the man at the next table whine. “She said I’ve got to wait another three years before I can apply again. Three years!”

      Marston would’ve been worth his weight in gold on the Sidorov project. He’d been perfectly positioned to report back on internal HMG discussions and advise on the steps to take to ensure Sidorov was viewed across Whitehall as a genuine defector from Putin’s inner circle, as someone to be welcomed with open arms. Without him, Fairweather could only begin the first phase of the project: planting a few favourable articles with friendly journalists and ensuring that unhelpful stories were pushed further down the search engine rankings. He could identify which journalists to target with legal action––strategic lawsuits against public participation, or SLAPPs––intended to shut them up by drowning them in paper and costs. One of the team in the office was busy coming up with a list of philanthropic projects that Sidorov could support––struggling inner-city schools, a wildlife sanctuary, maybe even a gallery or two––in order to generate positive press coverage.

      But any of his competitors could do that. Sidorov had come to Fairweather because of his reputation as a fixer who could reach into the heart of government and make an actual change, and fast.

      Fairweather looked across with disdain at his neighbour, still whining about his lot. “I think I might just throw the towel in and leave,” the man said.

      He drained his espresso and placed it on the bar. He’d assemble the team, make sure they understood their jobs were on the line, tell them to cancel holidays and free up their weekends. He’d make sure—

      “The civil service isn’t what it used to be,” the man said. “I don’t know why I’m still there. Three years in the Cabinet Office and companies will line up to offer me a job.”

      Cabinet Office? It wasn’t the Treasury, but it wasn’t far off. In fact, Marston had often spoken about the supervisory role that Cabinet Office staff performed. It had sounded to Fairweather like a licence to stick your nose in wherever you liked.

      His antennae twitched as he took his first proper look at the man. Lank brown hair, thick glasses, a slouching posture.

      Classic civil servant.

      Fairweather left a brand new five-pound note—his customary tip—on the bar.

      The bell above the door tinkled as he went out onto the street.
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      Cooper was halfway down the street when he heard Fairweather calling out to him.

      “Excuse me.”

      Cooper kept on walking, head down, pretending to tap a message into his phone.

      “Excuse me!”

      Cooper ignored him, quickening his pace. He heard hurried footsteps and felt a hand on his shoulder. He readied a scowl and turned around.

      “Terribly sorry to disturb you,” said Fairweather with a friendly grin. “I can see you’re in a hurry. Would you mind if I walked with you while we chat?”

      “Chat about what?”

      “I couldn’t help overhearing your phone call back there.”

      “That was a private call.” He pushed his glasses back up his nose. “Mind your own bloody business.”

      He turned his back and set off quickly down the street.

      “I’m sorry,” said Fairweather, hurrying to catch up. “It was rude of me. But I have an opportunity I’d like to discuss with you. Just hear me out––it won’t cost you anything. I’ll walk with you to the end of the street and if you’re not interested, I’ll leave you alone.”

      “It’s a free world.”

      “You work in the Cabinet Office. Is that right?”

      Cooper kept walking.

      “I employ fifty people in my business, and the real stars––the ones earning multiple six figures––they’re all former civil servants. There’s something about the grounding you get, the discipline and the training and the team ethos, that translates into the private sector. At least, that’s been my experience.”

      Cooper crossed the road.

      Fairweather followed. “I believe in seizing opportunities. I don’t believe in regrets. And when I heard you saying that you’re at the Cabinet Office, I thought I’d give you my card and say that I’d be thrilled to have a conversation with you about opportunities, if that would be of any interest to you. Here—please.”

      Fairweather reached into his pocket and took out one of his cards. Cooper stopped, took the card, and peered at it.

      “‘Reputation Management’?”

      Fairweather gave his broadest, most charming smile. “I tell prospective clients that, in the same way they might send their Maserati in for a platinum valet, we work on them inside and out to ensure that their personal reputation is… sparkling. We clear away dirt and detritus—rumours, slanders, libels, that sort of thing—so that what the public sees is clean and polished. A shine without even the slightest blemish. We help them project their best selves into the public sphere.”

      “I don’t have any experience of that,” said Cooper. He held the card out for Fairweather to take back.

      “Most people don’t. Let me break it down into more manageable chunks. Do you have experience of making tough decisions under pressure?”

      “Of course.”

      “High-level negotiations with tricky individuals?’

      “Plenty.”

      “Are you internationally minded? Curious? Ambitious?” He smiled. “And, without being too vulgar, are you ready for the financial benefits that come with a private-sector job?”

      Cooper smiled for the first time. “Have you been reading my diary?”

      Fairweather put a hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “Will you let me buy you lunch at my club tomorrow? I’d love to tell you more.”
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      Bradley Roth paced from one side of Fairweather’s office to the other, pausing only to look out at the expansive views of Green Park.

      Fairweather sighed and looked up from his desk. “You’re going to wear out the carpet.”

      “I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit.”

      “That’s your job—to suspect everyone and everything. My job, on the other hand, is to make money. You’re the brake, I’m the accelerator. The two exist in harmony. Just don’t forget we need to keep things moving forward.”

      Fairweather had regained his natural optimism. He had a good feeling about his new discovery; Thomas Williamson had potential. Perhaps the mugging had been a godsend, he thought, by forcing him to branch out and recruit someone new. When Marston returned from hospital, Fairweather Associates would have twice the firepower. The Treasury and the Cabinet Office would be covered. Healthy rivalry between the two men might even keep costs down and increase productivity. There was no downside.

      “You know what I think,” said Roth.

      “I know—it’s too good to be true.”

      “It is.”

      “You keep forgetting it was me who pursued him. I had to twist his arm to even come to lunch. I had to twist it again to make him let me pay, and then I had to practically rip it off to make him agree to meet again.”

      “Fine. Let me check him out first.”

      “In the background,” said Fairweather. “But if you rock the boat, I’ll be furious.”

      Fairweather knew nothing irritated Roth so much as when he spoke dismissively of the security machine he had built. People looked at Roth as a thug, and his background didn’t help. They’d hear about his start as a patrol cop in Boston’s notorious Combat Zone, back in the days when the criminals ran the streets, and then his ten years as an FBI agent before being hounded out of the Bureau after coming under suspicion—justified suspicion—for embezzlement and witness intimidation. They’d look at his shoulders, at his thick neck, and think he was just muscle. But Fairweather knew differently; he’d seen what Roth had achieved in his three short years with the company.

      When Roth had arrived, Fairweather’s security comprised a single bored graduate whose duties consisted of putting job applicants’ names through Google and writing up the results. Roth had increased the size of the team to five. They had pored over every aspect of the personal lives of applicants, looking for any hint of something that didn’t seem right, studying social media accounts, financial records sourced from the dark web, even dating profiles. Once or twice, Roth had instructed staff to make contact and then engage in conversation to draw out some key aspect of a candidate’s character or background. He’d installed surveillance software on the laptops and phones of every employee. He was thorough and effective, and—most of the time—Fairweather was pleased to have him on the team. The brutishness was a veneer; beneath it was a sophisticated operator, and he was valuable.

      “We’re running the usual checks,” Roth explained. “But I’d like to have a look at him myself.”

      “Everything in due course. I’m meeting him tomorrow evening for a drink. Let’s see how that goes first.”

      “Can I speak to him?”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll say I’m doing due diligence and need some basic information.”

      “Absolutely not,” said Fairweather. “You’ll scare him off.”

      “Have you told him what you want him to do?”

      “We’ve talked about him leaving the civil service and moving here as a permanent member of staff. He doesn’t know the whole truth yet. Depending on how tomorrow goes, I’ll introduce the idea of a probationary period where he stays where he is but does some ‘discreet consulting’ for us, in return for a nice payment. Once he gets used to the money—once he’s crossed a line and handed me something that’d land him in hot water—I’ll tell him he’s staying in government and what he’s going to do for us.”

      Roth winced. “It’s too early for that. You don’t even know him. Give me forty-eight hours to check him out before you have that conversation.”

      “We do it on my timetable.” Fairweather looked up, a frown creasing his forehead. “I assume your team’s initial checks came up clean?”

      Roth didn’t hide his irritation at his suggestion being ignored. “It all looks as it should. And I’ve made a few gentle enquiries of my own. I wondered about Cleveland, but it doesn’t look like he put him up to it.”

      Cleveland & Co was Fairweather’s primary competition, and the jostling between the two firms had occasionally spilled over into more aggressive manoeuvring. It was no surprise, in a sector filled with spooks and government agents, that everyone tried to steal each other’s secrets. Roth was good at that. He’d recently persuaded one firm’s cleaner to photograph the documents she found in the office rubbish bins and send the pictures to him via an encrypted app. He had a longstanding arrangement with another firm’s receptionist to pass on the names of all visitors. It all helped.

      Fairweather knew other companies tried the same tricks with them. Roth swept the office for bugs every week and ran surveillance on the staff to see what they were up to. Anything inexplicable—anything out of character—and he’d invite the employee to a security interview in which he leaned on them to make sure there was nothing to worry about.

      Fairweather’s phone rang. “I have to take this. I’ll let you know when and where I’m meeting him tomorrow. I have no objection to you having a look, but keep your distance. Understood? If you scare him off, we’re going to have a problem.”
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      Cooper and Fairweather stepped out of White’s, the exclusive private members’ club on St. James’s Street. They stopped and stood side-by-side on the stone steps where they were flanked by two ornate cast iron lamp stands. A Union Jack flag fluttered in the breeze from the pole above them.

      “I’m delighted we’re on the same page, Thomas,” said Fairweather, resting an easy hand on Cooper’s shoulder. His signet ring glinted in the sunlight. “This sort of probationary period is normal. It’s as much for you as it is for me. It gives you a chance to understand a little better how we see the world, and what our priorities are. To see if our little outfit feels like a good fit for you, I suppose.”

      “And the payment is completely off the books? No one could ever find out about it?”

      “A thousand a week in cash—how would anyone find out? No point setting you up on the payroll until we’re both sure that this is the right way forward. No one wants you to leave the civil service quicker than I do. Think of this as a honeymoon before we settle into a long and happy marriage.”

      Cooper looked around, making a show of suddenly finding the man painting the nearby railings intensely suspicious. “I could get into a world of trouble for speaking about any of this stuff with anyone outside government,” he said, lowering his voice. “I’ve signed the Official Secrets Act. That’s prison if I get caught.”

      “You won’t be. The last thing I want to do is to get you into trouble. Look—the best thing to do in this situation is to let your conscience be your guide. It’s no different to an ex-minister getting paid as a consultant for a bank or a multinational. You think anyone cares about that?”

      “I don’t suppose so.”

      “They don’t—so why shouldn’t you benefit in the same way? It’s just a little strategic guidance. A nudge here, a prompt there. Nothing for anyone to get their knickers in a twist about. Have a think about it. I’ll call you later and we can sort out the last details.”

      They shook hands, and Cooper set off down the street. He kept his eyes fixed ahead of him, but he was on high alert. He hadn’t expected Fairweather to move so fast. He’d thought it would take at least another meeting or two before he felt confident enough to come right out and say that he wanted Cooper––or Thomas Williamson, as Fairweather knew him—to pass him sensitive documents. Of course, Fairweather had dressed it up as a consultancy arrangement, but there was no hiding the truth: he wanted Cooper to act as his secret agent within the heart of government.

      Cooper registered movement out of the corner of his eye: a figure across the street who had started walking at the same time as he did. He kept a steady pace as he headed to the tube station, knowing the crowds would draw in whoever was following him.

      He returned to the conversation with Fairweather. The alacrity with which he had laid his cards on the table revealed how desperate he was. He didn’t have time to waste and needed someone to help him immediately, otherwise he was in danger of losing the Sidorov contract. Cooper could exploit that desperation to get in front of the target.

      He started down the stairs to the station. He went through the gate, walked across the busy concourse, and joined the slow-moving queue for the escalator. He didn’t have to look around. He had a sixth sense in situations like these, honed over the hours spent walking anti-surveillance routes in foreign capitals. He knew someone was with him. And when he stepped off the escalator and turned right onto the southbound platform, he caught a glimpse in the reflection of the carriage windows as the train came rattling into the station. A big man; an unusually big man, built like a lock forward. Cooper found a seat in the corner of a carriage and buried himself in the pages of a free newspaper until he reached his destination.

      The train juddered to a stop in Brixton, the last station on the Victoria line. He took the escalator up, and, once at street level, headed for a nearby supermarket. He bought a microwave curry for one and a cheap bottle of wine and then walked up Brixton Hill until he reached the Victorian-era house where Group Five had rented him a small, top-floor flat.

      He unlocked the door. He’d been living there for the last week. Nothing looked as if it had been disturbed. The books on the shelf, the tower of old magazines, even the pile of laundry in the corner; the logisticians who’d furnished the flat had done a first-rate job of making it look like what it purported to be: the home of a frustrated, underpaid, lonely civil servant.

      But they had been inside. Group Five had rented a second flat across the street so they could watch this flat, and they reported to Cooper that a two-man team had broken in earlier that afternoon.

      That was fine.

      Cooper wanted them to check.

      The game was afoot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Roth sat in the East London café opposite a tall, gaunt man in a raincoat who was tucking into a full English.

      “It’s eleven,” Roth said. “Don’t tell me that’s your first meal.”

      “You never know where your next grub’s coming from. Got to fuel up when you can.”

      The man was Bill Jones, a retired detective inspector with the Metropolitan Police. He and Roth had first collaborated ten years ago, when Roth was still with the FBI, sent to London on the trail of an ex-con who’d murdered his wife and children in Tennessee and hidden in––of all places––the charming cathedral city of Durham. Jones was now in private practice, using his contacts and experience to help anyone with the funds to pay him the exorbitant fees he charged; not dissimilar to what Roth did himself.

      “Go on, then,” Jones said, mopping up the last of his baked beans with a piece of toast. “Who are we talking about?”

      “Thomas Williamson. Thirty-six, unmarried, no kids. Lives in Brixton. Worked in the Cabinet Office for the last five years.”

      “And?”

      “And there’s something about him that doesn’t sit right with me. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “You’ve had a look?”

      “I’ve done everything I can. We’ve gone over everything, and he comes up clean. I’ve followed him to and from work and it all looks kosher. He goes into work, gets lunch in Pret, gets a microwave meal for his dinner and goes home.”

      “Been in his place?”

      “Of course. Nothing there.”

      “So have a word with him.”

      “Can’t. The boss says no. He’s desperate for him to come aboard and he thinks I’ll scare him off.”

      “What do you want me to do, then?”

      “There are records I can’t get access to—HMRC, civil service, Police National Database, Criminal Intelligence. I need a look at those.”

      “I see.”

      Roth took a stuffed envelope from his blazer pocket and pushed it across the table. “There’s double the usual in there.”

      Jones reached for the envelope, but Roth pulled it back out of reach.

      “Twice the money means I need it twice as fast. Clock’s ticking on this one. If there’s dirt, find it for me—quick as you can.”
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      Cooper pushed open the door at the back of the National Gallery and stepped out onto the street. Maintaining a leisurely pace, he walked to the nearest corner and turned out of sight. He tapped a number into his phone.

      “Global Logistics. How can I direct your call?”

      “Dispatch, please. I’ve had a delay with an order.”

      “Who shall I say is calling?”

      “Thomas Williamson.”

      “Hold the line, please, Mr. Williamson.”

      Cooper crossed the road to a small gift shop selling souvenirs and postcards. He heard a familiar series of clicks and buzzes as the call was routed and rerouted before a familiar voice came on the line.

      “Confirm call secure. Status, Eleven?”

      Cooper stood examining a rack of birthday cards that allowed him a clear view of the street.

      “Status is amber. I’m under surveillance.”

      “Now?” Control asked.

      “Yes, but I’ve lost them for a moment. We’ll need to be quick.”

      “Understood. Who’s following you?”

      “Until yesterday, it was the same man. Six foot two, heavyset, fourteen or fifteen stone. Short brown hair, signs of scar tissue around his eyes, so he’ll have done some boxing. Bradley Roth, I think. I’ll get a picture if I can and send it in.”

      “And now?”

      “A team of three. Not as skilled as Roth, but decent. They’re maintaining discipline, rotating the lead regularly.”

      “Is this why you missed our meeting this morning?”

      “Yes, sir. My apologies. I could’ve slipped them, but they would’ve suspected it was deliberate.”

      “The right call. A meeting’s too risky under these conditions.”

      Cooper fingered a birthday card. “We have a problem with Roth. We assumed he’d look closely, but not this closely. And he’s not letting up.”

      “Agreed. If he thinks something is wrong with you, he’s going to keep on tightening the screw until it becomes an issue. It’s one reason the FBI got rid of him—he doesn’t know when to stop. We may have to do something about that.”

      Cooper selected another birthday card from the rack and watched as one of the team trailing him—a young blonde woman in a beige mackintosh—came around the corner and saw him. As good as she was, she still couldn’t avoid the tiniest jolt of surprise as she spotted him only a dozen feet away from her.

      “Eleven?” said Control.

      The young blonde woman set off along the street at a brisk pace.

      He turned his face away. “I only have another minute, sir. They’re on me again.”

      “Understood. I’ll be quick. Sidorov has been on the phone with Fairweather every day this week. He wants results and he’s piling on the pressure. Fairweather has a lot riding on you.”

      “So we need Roth out of the way. How do we do that?”

      “There’s already tension between him and Fairweather. Roth’s been told to stand down, but if he’s put a team on you, then he isn’t obeying orders.” There was a pause as Control considered the options. “We’re going to do two things. We’ll seal the deal with Fairweather—you’re going to give him some Grade A material that’ll make his mouth water. I’ll have someone leave it at the dead drop. Pick it up tonight.”

      “And Roth?”

      “Tell Fairweather that your downstairs neighbour heard noises in your flat when you were at work. Pretend to be spooked. Tell him you think it’s the police and you want out. He’ll panic and try to persuade you to give it one last shot—obviously, you’ll agree. He’ll be furious with Roth for scaring you, and he’ll order him to stand down.”

      Cooper stepped inside the shop to pay for the birthday card. “Understood.”

      “Report back when you have an opportunity. And watch out for Roth. He’s the unstable element in all this.”
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      Fairweather was shouting so loudly that surely every employee on the floor could hear him, even through the heavy wooden office doors.

      “Did I not give you explicit orders about this? Did I not tell you that you could look at Williamson from a distance, but only that? I’ve just had him on the phone—he’s pulling out because someone has broken into his flat and he thinks it’s the fucking police!”

      Roth leaned against the wall with his arms folded, an unreadable expression on his face. “There’s no way that any of his neighbours could’ve heard us.”

      “But they did! They did! They told him they heard the floorboards creaking when he was at work.”

      “We checked the other flats before we went in and there wasn’t—”

      “They heard you traipsing around like a fucking elephant! When did I give you the green light to break into his flat? ‘A little light surveillance,’ I said. That and the usual background checks. You’ve gone way beyond that.”

      “I decided we needed to be careful.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Searched the flat.”

      “And? Find anything incriminating?”

      “No, but—”

      “Anything else? Anything suspicious?”

      “Nothing obvious.”

      “Jesus Christ!”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s clean. I know you think he’s the answer to all your prayers, but—”

      “I don’t think he’s the answer to our prayers. I know he is.” Fairweather gestured at the documents laid out across his desk. “This is what he gave me yesterday.” He picked up one document. “A confidential Cabinet Office strategy paper setting out current thinking on Russian oligarchs. Do you know how much this piece of paper alone is worth to Sidorov? More than you, you fucking idiot!”

      Roth’s face turned a shade of red. “Don’t talk to me like that.”

      “I’ll talk to you any way I want.”

      Roth’s jaw clenched. Fairweather knew his temper could run away with him, but he saw the flicker of anger in Roth’s dark eyes and reminded himself to rein it in. Roth was an employee—that was true—but he could also rip Fairweather limb from limb if he chose to.

      Roth took a moment before going on. “I saw my contact in the Met police yesterday. He’s been doing a little digging for me. Williamson came up clear with HMRC, and there’s nothing out of the ordinary on any of the police databases. But he spoke to an old Special Branch colleague who used to do a lot of work on Irish terrorism with MI5 and MI6.”

      “And?”

      “The guy thinks he may have seen Williamson in Vauxhall Cross.”

      Fairweather stared. “Is that it? He thinks he saw him? He thinks he may have once seen a civil servant in a government building? Shall we just remind ourselves what Williamson looks like? Medium height? Average build? Brown hair? Glasses? How many people who look like that do you think work in government? Jesus Christ. Yesterday, Williamson was working for one of our rivals. Now he’s undercover for MI6?” Fairweather shook his head. “You’ve gone too far this time.”

      “I don’t think I’ve gone far enough.”

      Fairweather muttered a curse. “I’m going to repair the damage you’ve done and get Williamson back on board. In the meantime, let me be crystal clear—you’re to stand down completely. No surveillance. No break-ins. Nothing. Is that understood?”

      Roth stared back at him. “All right, Crispin. You’re the boss.”

      “That’s right,” Fairweather said. “I am. And I’ve got some thinking to do about whether you have a future in this company.”
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      Cooper knew something was wrong the second he closed the door behind him. He’d left an envelope propped up against the door, and now it was in the middle of the hall. The watchers over the street would confirm it, but Cooper knew someone had been inside again while he was away.

      He froze, listening for anything that might suggest that person was still here.

      He tried to work out what might’ve happened. Fairweather had practically begged him not to pull out of their agreement, reassuring him that no one was doing anything wrong and that this was how everyone in the private sector behaved.

      “Look at the last PM,” he’d said. “The second he’s out of Downing Street, he’s selling strategic advice to the president of Kazakhstan. Do you think he wasn’t lining that job up while he was still PM? Do you think he isn’t using the knowledge and expertise he got from his time in office?”

      Cooper had stood his ground and insisted their deal was over, that he wasn’t prepared to go to prison over it. Fairweather immediately doubled the payment they’d agreed. Cooper made a show of wavering and Fairweather had tripled it. Cooper relented, but made it clear: any sign that the police were looking at him—any surveillance, any break-ins, anything—and he was gone for good. Fairweather had practically hugged him, had said that he understood and that he had nothing to worry about.

      Cooper knew that behind the scenes, exactly as Control expected, Fairweather would be furious with Roth for putting the cultivation of a valuable source at risk. He’d order Roth to back off.

      Which begged the question: who the hell had been in his apartment this second time?

      His instincts were that the person was still here, but knew he needed to act as Williamson until he had no other choice. And so he did everything the same way he always did: his keys went into the bowl by the door; his mobile phone onto the coffee table; his shabby backpack onto the sofa; his jacket onto the back of the chair. He walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge, taking a can of beer from the door. Cooper stood in the living room, opened the can and looked out the window at the rooftops and church spires of south London.

      “It’s quite the view.”

      The voice was from behind him.

      Cooper wheeled around and saw Roth with his back to the front door, blocking the possibility of exit. It was the first time he’d had a good look at him. Rather than the blazer and chinos he’d been wearing before, he was dressed in black jeans and a black roll-neck sweater. The way he folded his arms stressed his build and made him look even more powerful.

      Cooper made sure surprise and fear were audible in his voice. “Who are you?”

      “Relax, Thomas. This is just a social visit.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I know a lot more than that. Sit down.”

      “Get out.”

      “Not yet.”

      “I’ll call the police.”

      “No one’s calling the police. For one thing, your mobile’s right there on the table.”

      Cooper looked at it. He made a tentative movement towards the table, but before he’d got even halfway, Roth intercepted him and drove the heel of his hand into his sternum. He was strong, and Cooper didn’t have to manufacture his stumble.

      “Sit.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “Sit on the fucking sofa, Thomas. I’m not going to ask you again.”

      Cooper kept as much distance as he could between them, edged across the room, and sat down.

      “There’s a way out for you here,” said Roth. “I’ll call you Thomas, even though we both know it’s not your name. I want to have a professional-to-professional conversation. I’ve nothing against you personally. We’re probably pretty similar, you and me. There’s nothing like undercover work for the adrenaline rush—right? If the circumstances were different and I’d been asked to go up against someone like Fairweather, I’d’ve jumped at it, too. One look at that pompous asshole would’ve been all the motivation I needed.”

      “Undercover? What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t hold you personally responsible for any of this. I’m not pissed at you. I just want you to come clean. Tell me what’s going on so we can draw a line under it and move on. What do you say?”

      “There’s been a huge misunderstanding here. I’m not pretending to be anything or anyone.”

      “Whatever. Listen—let me lay it all out for you so we’re nice and clear. We’re going to talk, and if I get the feeling you’re not one hundred per cent on the level, there’ll be a penalty.”

      “What kind of penalty?”

      Roth stepped forward and slapped Cooper so hard that his glasses cracked.

      “That kind.”
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      Cooper huddled at the far end of the sofa. Roth took a kitchen chair, placed it a foot away from him, and then sat facing him.

      “Let’s start with an easy one to get you warmed up. What’s your real name?”

      “Thomas Williamson—that’s my real name.”

      Roth slapped Cooper again.

      “Where do you work?”

      “I’m a civil servant. I work at the Cabinet—”

      Another slap, harder this time.

      Cooper had undergone training with the SAS to prepare for the rigours of being taken hostage. It was a genuine possibility for personnel working in places like Afghanistan and Yemen. The course was designed so students didn’t even know it was about to begin. In Cooper’s case, it’d started the moment a nondescript grey van came to a stop beside him on a quiet west London cul-de-sac and three men had bundled him into the back. They put a hood over his head, bound his wrists with tape, and took him to a lock-up garage in Kent. It had been unpleasant: beatings, water-boarding, interrogations, sleep deprivation, dirty water and rotten, maggot-infested food. They’d thrown the kitchen sink at him. Roth would have to do a lot better than a few slaps.

      Cooper put a quaver in his voice. “Is this about Fairweather? Are you police?”

      “I’m not police.”

      “Do you work for a rival firm? Because if you want me to stop talking to him, I’ll stop. Immediately. Or I’ll give the information to you. Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it.”

      “Tell me about the day you first met him.”

      “Fairweather?”

      “No, Santa Claus. Fairweather, you clown.”

      “We were in a café at the same time. After I left, he came up to me on the street outside and said he wanted to have lunch to talk about a job.”

      “Bit of a coincidence. Same café as him at the same time.”

      “It was a coincid—”

      Roth feinted with his right hand but used his left to swing a looping, open-handed blow that Cooper allowed to knock him over on the sofa. Blood trickled from his nose. Cooper knew there was no way Fairweather would sanction a beating. If Thomas Williamson was a real person, he’d run straight to the nearest police station and have nothing to do with him ever again. What did that mean? Was Roth freelancing? He must’ve been pushed so hard by Fairweather that he felt he had nothing to lose. That made him more dangerous than Cooper would’ve liked.

      “Tell me what you think I’ve done,” he pleaded. “Maybe I’ve said something that you took the wrong way. Maybe someone told you something about me that’s not true.”

      “Have you ever been inside the River House?”

      It wasn’t the question Cooper had expected to hear. Was it conceivable that someone had recognised him from MI6 and told Roth? It didn’t sound as though Roth was certain; it sounded as if he had a suspicion and was fishing for confirmation.

      “MI6?” Cooper paused, as if to cast his mind back. “I was posted to the Foreign Office when I joined the civil service. There was some classified material, and we—there were about five of us—went to MI6 for a briefing on how to handle it. I may have gone back there once or twice after that, but that’s it.”

      “You don’t work for MI6?”

      “What? That’s crazy.”

      “There’s one way to prove it. I push you so hard that it becomes a question of survival.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      “Here’s what’s going to happen today,” Roth said, standing up. “Thomas Williamson is going to die. If that’s all you’ve got, if there’s no other person hiding behind those thick glasses, if you’re really just a spineless, greedy civil servant with his snout in the trough, then you’re done. But if I’m right, if you’re someone else entirely, then that person needs to come out into the open right now. Do you understand me?” He swung a fist at Cooper, knocking his head back so hard that it bounced against the wall. “Time for honesty.”

      Roth threw his chair backwards across the room. With one hand, he grabbed Cooper by the leg and dragged him off the sofa.
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      Roth dragged Cooper onto the floor. Cooper grabbed on to a leg of the sofa, but Roth bent over and punched him hard in the ribs to make him let go. Cooper twisted away and kicked out to keep Roth at bay, but Roth batted his flailing legs aside and reached down to grab a fistful of Cooper’s shirt with his left hand. He bunched his right hand and drove a hard punch directly down towards the centre of Cooper’s face. There was no way Cooper could allow a punch as heavy as that to make contact and, at the last minute, he jerked his head to one side. Roth’s fist crunched onto the floorboards.

      Roth gave a grunt of pain and fury. He tightened his grip on Cooper’s shirt and collar, immobilising his head and neck, and drew back his fist once more, preparing to land a blow that––if it connected––would at the very least flatten Cooper’s nose. Cooper waited until just before impact and then used his right hand to knock Roth’s fist slightly off course; it ploughed straight into the floorboards for the second time.

      Roth scowled and pulled his fist back to try again. Cooper knew the game was up, and that there was no point pretending any more. This was going to be a proper fight. His jiu-jitsu training had taught him that lying flat on his back while an opponent loomed over him was a position that could quickly be turned to his advantage.

      He kicked at Roth’s knee, buckling it and sending him tumbling to the floor, and then scrambled away and stood.

      Roth got to his feet. “I knew it,” he said. “I fucking knew it. Who d’you really work for?”

      “I doubt you’ve ever heard of us.”

      Roth rushed him, hoping that his superior height and bulk would give him an advantage he could exploit. But Cooper had speed and agility in his favour and twisted away at the last moment, leaving Roth grasping at air.

      “This isn’t about Fairweather, is it?” Roth said, gasping for breath. “There’s no way he’s important enough for you. London’s full of crooked posh boys like him. It’s Sidorov. He’s the one you’re after.”

      “Well done,” Cooper said. “You’re brighter than you look.”

      Roth picked up a chair and took a step into the middle of the room. Cooper stepped backwards.

      Roth stepped forward again and swung the chair first one way, then the other. “You know what I’m wondering? How much I’ll be able to get out of Fairweather for you.”

      Cooper had retreated as far as he could and now he was trapped in the corner. Roth swung the chair back one last time, preparing to step towards Cooper, but wasn’t ready for Cooper to move towards him quite so quickly. Roth’s grip on the chair meant he was exposed; Cooper stepped forward and hit him in the throat. Roth staggered backwards, gurgling through his damaged larynx. Cooper stepped forward again, straightened his fingers and braced them with his thumb. He struck Roth in exactly the same place, but harder.

      Roth dropped back, both hands at his neck. He tried to speak, but couldn’t.

      Cooper closed the gap between them and then stepped behind him. His left hand snaked under Roth’s angled left arm, seeking the soft hollow of his throat. Roth instinctively grabbed at Cooper’s arm, and Cooper wedged his forearm under Roth’s chin, feeling the pulse of his jugular against his skin. He locked his grip, tightening his arm like a vice around Roth’s neck, cutting off his air. Roth struggled, a feral desperation overtaking him as he clawed at Cooper’s arm. His movements were chaotic, but Cooper had cinched the hold in tight and he wasn’t about to let go.

      Roth’s struggles grew weaker. His knees buckled as he ran out of oxygen. His body went limp, and he crumpled to the floor.

      Cooper wrenched Roth’s head to the left with a sudden brutal jolt that was enough to snap his neck. Then—only then—did he let go.
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      Cooper sat on a bench overlooking the Thames, smoking a cigarette. His phone rang.

      “This is Global Logistics. Thomas Williamson?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Hold the line, please.”

      He listened to a familiar series of clicks as the call was routed and rerouted across continents and time zones until it was untraceable.

      “Number Eleven?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Group Nine has finished at the flat,” said Control. “They’ve removed Roth’s body and done a full forensic deep-clean. He was never there.”

      “What about Fairweather? What’s he going to think?”

      “Group Two is creating an alternative narrative. They’ve got into his email and planted a thread suggesting he’s had a job offer in the States. They emailed Fairweather from Roth’s account to tell him he’s quit and gone home. All the facts will point to that if Fairweather checks—from Roth’s ticket on a flight to Boston this afternoon to the fact that he’s packed up his London house and shipped his belongings. If Fairweather or anyone else looks into this, they’ll find plenty of evidence to support our story.”

      Cooper watched one of the commuter boats coming into dock. “I’m sorry it was necessary, sir. Roth saw through the legend. I tried to bluff my way through it, but he wasn’t buying.”

      “We are where we are. You played the hand you were dealt. The important thing from now on is Fairweather. He has a lot invested in you. He wants you to be real—he needs you to be real. His reputation and livelihood depend on it. It’s confirmation bias and it’ll be helpful. We’ve sweetened the pill a little, too. There’s a package waiting for you at the dead drop. It’s exactly the sort of material Fairweather wants. It’ll take his mind off Roth and refocus him towards the future.”

      “Is there any update on Sidorov?”

      “Still in Istanbul, pushing ahead quickly to create the right business connections to evade sanctions. Your mission is more important than ever, but we mustn’t hurry. Keep your head down; convince Fairweather you’re what you’ve said you are and that he needs you with him in Istanbul. We’ve made progress. You’re in place and the immediate threat to you has been removed. But what comes next is going to be a lot more challenging. You need to be ready, Eleven.”

      “I am, sir.”
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      The Turkish Airlines 737 landed with a series of bumps on the runway at Istanbul’s Sabiha Gökçen airport. Cooper had feigned a fear of flying and now he gripped the arms of his seat tightly and closed his eyes.

      “Almost there, Thomas,” Fairweather said from the business class seat next to him.

      “I need a holiday after that.”

      “No time for rest. It’s going to be an intense few days. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      “Do you know where we’re meeting Sidorov?”

      “Quiet,” Fairweather said in a low voice. “Best not use his name when we’re around other people. This is sensitive—you need to remember that.” He took his mobile from the pocket in front of him and switched it on. It beeped repeatedly as messages arrived. “We’re being met––that’s all I know. They won’t want to send us an exact location over email for security reasons.” He glanced at Cooper. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Remember what we discussed. We’re moving into the more delicate phase of the project now. Our new friend will want to get a sense of what we can and can’t do for him. He’ll be worried about the possibility of being placed on a list of sanctioned individuals. He’ll be worried he won’t be granted a visa. He’ll be worried his portfolio of business interests will be blocked by the government. Our job is to reassure him we are the best-placed company to ensure none of that happens.” He patted Cooper’s arm. “You’re going to be rich because of what you can help me do for him. Think about that if the nerves get too bad.”

      “You can’t spend money in a prison cell.”

      Fairweather leaned in close and lowered his voice even further.

      “I have a very limited tolerance for complaining. We’re here to do a job. We’re here to look and sound professional, capable, and determined. In case it’s not occurred to you yet, you’ve already crossed a line. You’ve broken the law several times over the past month and I’ve ample evidence to prove it. So let’s grow up, do our jobs and get this done, shall we?”

      They heard the pneumatic hiss of the aeroplane door being opened. Two men dressed in dark suits appeared and made their way down the aisle towards them.

      “Mr. Fairweather?” said the larger of the two. “Mr. Williamson? Will you both please come with us?”

      It wasn’t a question. Fairweather and Cooper took their bags from the overhead locker and followed one man off the plane. The second man walked behind them. They deplaned and went down a set of steps to the apron where a black Mercedes Vito with blacked-out windows was waiting for them, its engine idling.

      “What about our bags?” asked Fairweather.

      “They are being collected for you,” said the man.

      Collected and searched, thought Cooper. He wasn’t worried. In the same way that every item in his flat had been carefully selected, Cooper had nothing on his person or in his bags that didn’t fit with his legend.

      They climbed into the back of the van and were driven a short distance. The van stopped, and Cooper heard metal doors, like those on a warehouse, opening. The driver put the van into gear again and the vehicle moved forward and then stopped. Cooper heard the metal doors trundle shut again. When the van’s door opened, another man was standing there. Tall and wiry, he had a scar running from the corner of his left eye down to the bottom of his cheek.

      “Out, gentlemen,” he said in a Russian accent.

      The outer ring of security is Turkish, Cooper noted. It’d be Turkish intelligence who had the authority to board a plane and park a vehicle on the apron, but the inner circle of protection would always be Russian.

      Two of the scarred man’s associates took Fairweather; another two took Cooper. He was made to stand with his palms against the side of the van while he was frisked. His mobile phone was removed from his pocket and his watch from his wrist. He watched in the reflection of the van’s windows as both items were placed into a lined metal box that would block the signal from any hidden tracking device. The search was one of the most thorough he’d ever experienced. The man ran his fingers along every seam of his clothes and examined every pocket. He took an electronic scanner and ran it over his body.

      “Back in the van, please,” said the man with the scar.

      “I need my phone,” said Fairweather. His sense of entitlement and authority were undimmed. “I run a large team and need to stay in contact with them.”

      The man smiled and stepped close to him. “You get it back when I say. Not before.”

      Fairweather tried to hold the man’s gaze, but failed.

      Fairweather and Cooper climbed into the van. The door closed and their driver drove out of the warehouse. The windows were completely opaque; it was impossible to see any landmarks or other clues that would suggest where they were going. Cooper felt a tingling sensation in his hands. He knew what all these security measures meant: they were going to meet Sidorov.

      He was going to stand face to face with the man he had been sent to kill.

      “There are hoods under your seats,” said the man with the scar. “Put them on.”

      They did as they were told.
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        * * *

      

      It became difficult to gauge the passage of time, but Cooper sang the six minutes of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ in his head enough times to estimate with reasonable confidence that they had been driving for an hour, taking many turns, before they finally came to a stop.

      Cooper heard the door open, and then a voice.

      “My London friends. How good of you to have come all this way to see me.”
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      Cooper and Fairweather removed their hoods and clambered out of the van. In front of them was a villa, large and luxurious and surrounded by a garden filled with flowering bougainvillea. The whitewashed walls around the villa were unusually high and topped with coils of razor wire. A table and chairs had been set up on the edge of the lawn. A servant dressed in cream-coloured linen stood waiting to serve them drinks.

      Fairweather blinked as his eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight. The man in front of them was short, slim and dressed in grey suit trousers and an open-necked white shirt.

      “Mr. Sidorov,” said Fairweather. “It is an enormous pleasure to meet you in person.” They shook hands.

      “And you.” He turned to Cooper. “And this is?”

      “My associate, Thomas Williamson.”

      Sidorov gripped Cooper’s outstretched hand. His skin was soft and oily, but his grip was menacingly tight. His pale eyes roved over Cooper’s face, examining it, a half-smile playing across his lips.

      “So, this is your secret weapon.” He was speaking to Fairweather, but his eyes never left Cooper’s face.

      Fairweather laughed nervously. “One of them. Obviously, it’s a team effort. I’ve an expert and dedicated team in—”

      “Gentlemen, please,” said Sidorov, cutting in. “Have a seat and a drink. It’s been a long day.”

      They settled into the chairs at the edge of the garden. It was late afternoon, and a pleasant breeze kept the temperature down. There were no buildings overlooking the villa, and the high garden walls prevented Cooper from getting any sense of their location.

      Sidorov instructed the servant to pour them all glasses of ice-cold vodka. When this was done, he raised his own glass in a toast.

      “To success, gentlemen. Za Nas.”

      They touched glasses and drained them. They were refilled immediately.

      Fairweather smiled widely. “I’m delighted to have this opportunity to speak to you in person about the work my team has been doing on your behalf.” Sidorov made a small adjustment of his head to look directly at Fairweather, but otherwise was motionless; Cooper thought there was something reptilian about him. “I’ll update you on our progress in recent days. We now have lawsuits underway against the journalists who are oddly preoccupied with you and your links to the Russian government.”

      “Alleged links,” Sidorov corrected.

      “Of course. Alleged.”

      “And?”

      “And initial signs are that their editors are worried about the legal costs that will ensue and, as a result, are likely to adopt a different position towards you in print. This is entirely as we planned.”

      “Good.”

      “Your donations to the arts sector have all been accepted, and, in one case, a museum wing will be renamed after your daughter, as you requested. There’s also—”

      “You are repeating news that I have already heard,” said Sidorov, waving a hand. “This is cosmetic. Important, but cosmetic. The reason you are here is to discuss the next phase—the difficult phase. You promised you could effect a real, deep change in a person’s standing. Not just how journalists write about them, but how a government perceives them. Once this more profound question is addressed, the rest will follow.” He turned to Cooper. “I would like to hear from you. I have been assured you can help with this.”

      “If you’ll allow me,” Fairweather said, leaning forward. “I’m thrilled to—”

      “Please,” Sidorov said, putting a finger to his lips. “I’d like to hear from the horse’s mouth, as you say in England. Mr. Williamson? What do you say?”

      This was Cooper’s moment to persuade Sidorov that he was useful, but harmless. Nothing here mattered, other than that Sidorov reached the conclusion that Williamson was a scared civil servant who posed no threat to anyone. If he believed that, he’d be more likely to put himself in a position where Cooper could do what he’d been sent here to do. Killing him would be easier if he was underestimated; persuading his targets to discount him had always been the best way to get the job done, and it was something in which he specialised.

      Cooper opened and then closed his mouth. He looked at Fairweather.

      “You look nervous,” said Sidorov. “Do I make you nervous?”

      Cooper stammered. “I…I…” He paused.

      “Go on,” Fairweather said with a tight smile.

      “Yes,” Cooper said. “This is an unfamiliar situation for me.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being nervous. In fact, it speaks to your good judgement. You should be nervous. It is Mr. Fairweather here, with his easy polish and charm, who has misread the situation. Because I am expecting great things from you both, and if you cannot deliver, I will be very unhappy indeed.”

      There was silence, interrupted by the boom of a ship’s horn from somewhere in the distance. That was helpful; it placed them near to the Bosporus, the waterway that connected the Sea of Marmara at the south end to the Black Sea in the north.

      “I was expecting a third member of your party,” said Sidorov. “Mr. Roth. Where is he?”

      “He no longer works for me.”

      “How peculiar. You said he was the best security man in London. And you have let him get away?”

      “He returned to the United States for personal reasons.”

      “Strange, don’t you think, that he would choose such a moment to depart? Did he let you down?”

      “We’re filling the position with someone even more capable.”

      Sidorov looked over at the man with the scar who had accompanied them from the airport and said something in Russian. Cooper—who spoke the language fluently—understood. “Look into this, Dmitri. Find out where this man has gone and speak to him.”

      Cooper kept his expression blank. Good luck with that.

      Sidorov looked back at Fairweather and Cooper.

      “You’ve had a long day. Dmitri will take you to your hotel. We can resume our conversations tomorrow once you have rested.” They stood up and shook hands. “I hope you’ll have found your tongue by tomorrow, Mr. Williamson. I have lots of questions for you.”
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      Cooper pulled the curtain aside and looked out the window of his hotel room. Minarets were visible in every direction, and, far above him, flocks of gulls wheeled and swooped in the pale orange evening sky. He took a moment to get his bearings, but then his attention shifted to the street below. It was congested with slow-moving traffic, but he noticed a parked car a little further down the road and saw that the hands of the driver were resting on the wheel. Cooper remembered his own surveillance training. The instructor––a grizzled cockney in his late sixties––had told him that when waiting for a target to emerge, they should never sit behind the wheel of a car. “It looks too much like what it is,” he’d said. “It looks like you’re doing a surveillance shift. Climb across and sit in the passenger’s seat, and then it looks as though you’re waiting for the driver to come back. Much less suspicious.”

      Cooper and Fairweather had been put up at Sidorov’s expense at the Pera Palace, Istanbul’s oldest hotel. Built in 1882 to accommodate passengers arriving on the Orient Express, it had an air of grandeur and opulence, albeit faded. The receptionist told them Agatha Christie had written one of her novels while staying in the hotel, and, as the two of them rode up to their rooms in the antique metal lift, it certainly felt as though they were stepping back in time.

      Cooper finished hanging up his clothes and got ready to leave. He needed to establish a secure line of communication with London. Talking on an international phone line, even via the encrypted channels Group agents used, was out of the question. You never knew for certain what capabilities the opposition could bring to the table, especially on their home turf. An intermediary—a cut-out—would have to be used, but before Cooper could meet the cut-out, he’d have to confirm what level of surveillance he’d been assigned by Sidorov and his Turkish associates. If they were going all out, meeting a cut-out anywhere remotely public would be too risky.
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        * * *

      

      Cooper left the hotel through the front door, turned right and then went left down an alleyway that snaked its way towards Istiklal Avenue, the broad pedestrianised shopping promenade that dominated this part of the city. He looked both ways. He was only a few hundred metres from the British consulate and remembered the shockwave following the truck bombing in 2003; sixteen people, including the consul general, had been killed. Cooper hadn’t been in position then, but he didn’t doubt that the string of suspects who fell out of hotel windows in the ensuing months had been helped on their way by Western agents, and that the Group would have been involved.

      He set off down Istiklal in a southerly direction. He clocked the two men behind him; they were doing a decent job pretending to be unconnected, but they weren’t smooth enough to avoid his expert eye. The avenue was lined with men selling simit—traditional Turkish bread rolls—and roasted chestnuts. Waiters called out to him from restaurants as he strolled by, trying to lure him in. Delicious smells of meat roasted over open fires wafted out to him from oçakbaşı grill houses.

      Cooper walked steadily but without apparent purpose until he saw the old Genoese Galata Tower rising tall and proud over the red-tiled roofs. He followed the road as it narrowed and twisted, pausing now and then like every other tourist to examine a piece of pottery in the window of a shop here or briefly haggle over the price of a suzani cushion cover there. He stopped at the base of the tower and consulted a board with a list of tour times. The dense throng of tourists gave him the natural opportunity he’d been looking for; he wove through the crowds and emerged on the other side, immediately heading towards a narrow alleyway that he knew from the map he’d memorised would take him to the Bosphorus and the Galata Bridge.

      Cooper was testing his watchers. Any normal team—one with a couple of operatives—would’ve lost him after such a manoeuvre. They’d blame the crowds and the winding alleyways snaking off in every direction. But Cooper immediately saw that besides the two men he’d seen before, he was now being followed by a man on a motorcycle and three further operatives, one of whom emerged from a car at the bottom of the alleyway. It didn’t come as a surprise, particularly after the strict security measures he’d been subjected to at the airport. But it meant that any face-to-face meeting with a cut-out was going to be extremely difficult.

      Time for Moscow rules.

      He’d adopted them so many times that they were second nature to him now.

      Assume nothing.

      Never go against your gut.

      Everyone could be under opposition control.

      No looking back; you’re never alone.

      Go with the flow.

      Vary your pattern; stay within your cover.

      Lull them into a sense of complacency.

      Don’t harass the opposition.

      Pick the time and place for action.

      Keep your options open.

      Cooper followed the steep alleyway down to a busy three-lane road. He paused, waiting for a gap in the traffic. The pause allowed the team following him to regroup. The last thing he wanted to do was give them the impression they’d been made, let alone that he was trying to lose them.

      He crossed the road and headed towards Galata Bridge. Both sides of the bridge were thronged with fishermen, professional and amateur. It was a time-honoured tradition in Istanbul that working men would stop by on their way home for an hour or two’s fishing in the waters of the Golden Horn. Cooper couldn’t blame them. Behind them, in the distance, rose the towers of the Hagia Sophia and the minarets of the Blue Mosque. It was hard to imagine a more beautiful view. If he hadn’t been so preoccupied with the task ahead of him, Cooper might have found a rod and joined them.

      He saw the person he’d been looking for: on the eastern side of the bridge, about halfway across, was a plump, bearded man in his fifties wearing a battered straw hat with a bright red ribbon tied around it. He was in the middle of reeling in his latest catch. Control’s instructions had been clear: if Cooper confirmed he was not being followed, he was to stop and ask the man what fish he was after. The man would meet him exactly thirty minutes later at the ticket office outside the Blue Mosque. He would pretend to be a tour guide; Cooper could speak discreetly once he was inside and tell him anything.

      If, on the other hand, Cooper was being followed, he was to stop and ask the same question to the man immediately before him. The cut-out would understand Moscow rules had been initiated, and all contact from that point onwards would be away from prying eyes, somewhere completely private.

      Cooper slowed and stopped a few feet before his contact. He fixed his gaze on the man’s neighbour, smiled and said loudly, “Looks like the fish are biting. What kind are they?”

      The man looked back at him with a quizzical expression, muttered something in Turkish, and turned back to his rod. Cooper briefly caught the eye of his contact. There was a look of amusement in the man’s expression, and Cooper wondered what insult had been thrown his way by the other fisherman.

      Cooper continued across the bridge towards the old city. Job done. Now all he had to do was think of a way to get Sidorov on his own.
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      Cooper went back to the hotel, stepped into the lift and pressed the button to send it up to his floor. The mechanism clanked and rattled as it climbed. He had walked further into the old city, stopping for a glass of Turkish çay and a piece of baklava soaked in honey and topped with chopped pistachios. He even bought a postcard and wrote a brief message to a fictional parent, telling them he was on a short fact-finding visit to Istanbul with Cabinet Office colleagues, suspecting it would be intercepted and studied by Turkish intelligence on behalf of Sidorov.

      The lift juddered to a stop. Cooper walked on the thick carpet down the corridor to his room and opened his door with an electronic key card.

      Sidorov was sitting in one of the armchairs by the window. A bottle of vodka and two glasses sat on the table between the two chairs. The tasselled table lamp had been switched on.

      “I heard you were full of energy, Mr. Williamson. My men said you walked for miles. I thought to myself, why not put this energy to better use? We should begin our conversation immediately.”

      Cooper stood looking at him, feigning shock. He knew this was an important test; Sidorov considered him a nervous civil servant and he had to play the part to perfection. He was struck by the Russian’s brazenness, the way he didn’t bother to conceal the fact he was having Cooper followed and the fact that he had let himself into his room like this. He couldn’t quite believe the opportunity that was suddenly before him. Was he really alone with his target, one of the most heavily protected men in the city? Did Sidorov have a weapon? Was Dmitri nearby? He needed to know before he could act.

      “I’d rather you didn’t just let yourself in,” he said.

      Sidorov smiled. “And I don’t care.”

      “Do you want me to call Mr. Fairweather? It’d be better if he joined us if you want to discuss work matters.”

      “I want to talk to you. Not Fairweather.”

      “I think he’d be angry if he knew I was discussing the project without him.”

      “Do I look like I care whether Fairweather is happy?” The ice cubes clinked as Sidorov took a sip of his vodka. “May I call you Thomas?”

      Cooper nodded.

      “Sit down, Thomas. Do not be nervous. Have a drink.” Cooper sat.

      Sidorov poured a measure of vodka into the second glass and passed it to Cooper. If he had a weapon, it wasn’t in sight.

      Sidorov held up his glass, and they drank together.

      “Tell me about yourself,” he said.

      Cooper switched back to his training. There’d been a session in his early days at MI6 when the instructor had taught his cohort about ‘peeling the onion.’ An agent would be asked an innocuous question about his or her past, and the tension of being undercover would make them spew every single detail they’d memorised, from their date of birth to the name of their primary school teacher to the football team they supported. Real people—people who hadn’t obsessed over the minutiae of their legends—didn’t behave that way. A torrent of detail was a sure sign that the agent was not who they claimed to be. The way to do it was to think of the past like an onion and to reveal it one layer at a time.

      Cooper put his glass down. “What do you want to know? I’ve been a civil servant for the past seven years.”

      “And yet you work for Fairweather.”

      “I’m looking for a change.”

      “Not paid enough?”

      “Frankly? No. The pay is awful. I have a friend who works in the private sector, and he makes much more than me.”

      “You want some of that for yourself?”

      “Is that a crime?”

      “Not at all.” He watched him over the rim of his glass. “Have you been to Istanbul before?”

      Cooper took another sip of the vodka. “My first time here.”

      “Where are you from?”

      Cooper looked around the room as though unable to meet Sidorov’s icy gaze; he was looking for signs that anyone else was present. “Originally?”

      Sidorov nodded.

      “I grew up in Surrey, near to London. Dad worked for a construction company. Mum was a teacher.”

      “A modest background. Like me.”

      The bathroom door was closed. It was possible that Dmitri was in there, but Cooper thought it unlikely. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked as though they were alone.

      Sidorov eyed him. “I like to work with people who come from nothing. It makes them hungry. It makes them ambitious. I have to say, your Mr. Fairweather, he is the opposite of this. His father was rich, his grandfather was rich. He thinks the world belongs to him. It is foolish.” He crossed his legs. “This was what was so…refreshing about the nineties in Russia. The West likes to talk about our country’s gangsters, about corruption. Violence. All of that was there. But the people who rose to the top were men of modest backgrounds. Berezovsky’s father was a Jewish engineer. Khodorkovsky grew up in a two-room apartment. My parents often could not put food on the table for me and my three brothers. A childhood like that teaches you something—it shows how nothing comes your way for free.”

      Cooper planned his move. Killing Sidorov would be easy. That part could be done in a matter of seconds: an arm around the neck to choke him, legs locked around Sidorov’s legs to immobilise him, then wait until he suffocated. He couldn’t eliminate the noise, but he could minimise it. He had to expect that there would be someone stationed in the corridor outside who would find it odd that Cooper was leaving alone and then stop him; he’d be able to extricate himself, but not without drawing attention to himself. Far better to leave the room another way. He’d checked for alternative exits when he first looked around––that was second nature to him––and he’d identified a narrow ledge outside the window that would take him across to the balcony of the neighbouring suite. He’d have to hope it was empty. None of it would be neat, and he knew that Control preferred the execution of his files with discretion and the minimum of fuss. The hallmark of a gold-standard Group Fifteen assignment was that no one was completely sure what had happened. But, in this case, that just couldn’t be helped. The target was worth it, though.

      Sidorov was still looking at him, and now his eyes narrowed. “I have a proposal for you, Thomas. We should cut out Mr. Fairweather and work together—directly. What do you say to that?”

      Cooper paused. He hadn’t expected Sidorov to say that. Was it possible this was a test of Cooper’s loyalty?

      “Cut him out?”

      “The reason I insisted he bring you here was so that we could have this conversation. I don’t believe in waste––I don’t believe in paying a middleman if I can go straight to the person doing the work. That’s you, Thomas. Would you agree with that? You’re taking the risk. Mr. Fairweather is taking advantage of your bravery. Why not be paid properly for that risk?”

      The door opened, and Cooper turned to see Dmitri. A pistol––a Makarov, Cooper thought, likely a 9mm––was tucked into his waistband. He didn’t even look at Cooper.

      Sidorov nodded at Dmitri. “Tell me.”

      Dmitri replied in Russian, but Sidorov cut him off. “In English. So our friend can understand.”

      “Our people have been trying to find Mr. Roth, but there’s no sign of him. They have checked all his known addresses. We called his mother, pretending to be the representative of one of his past employers. He told her that the company had an old pay cheque for Roth that they could not give him and wanted a current address. She told him she hadn’t heard from him for six weeks. She said he had suddenly gone quiet.”

      Sidorov raised an eyebrow. “Where does she think he is?”

      “London.”

      Sidorov took a slow drink of his vodka. “Another reason to cut Mr. Fairweather loose, Thomas. At best, losing a member of the team at a moment like this is careless. At worst…” He stared at Cooper. “Do you think it is possible Mr. Fairweather had Roth killed?”

      Cooper thought quickly. “I saw them arguing.”

      “You did?”

      Sidorov narrowed his eyes. “What about?”

      “I couldn’t hear. Mr. Fairweather was angry—his face was red. But do I think he could have had him killed? I don’t know.” He looked down at his hands and then looked up in fright, as though realisation had just dawned on him. “If he’d do that to him, though… what would he do to me?” He stood. “Shit—I’m sorry. I can’t be talking to you like this.”

      “We keep our people safe, Thomas. Don’t worry. You are one of us now. Let us take care of Fairweather.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “We will send him home, and then we can begin our new project together. It is one that will result in you becoming a very rich man.”
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      Cooper tightened the towel around his waist and lowered himself onto the hexagonal, heated marble slab in the centre of the room. He turned onto his back and let the heat seep into his muscles. The splashing of flip-flops on a wet floor came from an adjoining room, but other than that, the hammam was deserted and quiet.

      Cooper had left his hotel just after seven in the morning for an early walk around the old city. He expected Sidorov would have fewer operatives covering him overnight, and seven was early enough that the full day shift wouldn’t yet have arrived. Cooper had picked up his usual tail and allowed the man to follow him to the old Turkish baths that were his destination.

      He shifted on the hot stone, still heated in the time-honoured way by burning wood chips, and rolled his shoulders to relieve some of the tension of the past twenty-four hours. He doubted the tail would follow him into the baths. They were listed in all the tourist guidebooks and his visit shouldn’t have aroused suspicion. It was a good place for a meet with the cut-out; anyone coming inside at this hour would be obvious. The only downside was that the tail would follow and see him undressed. Cooper looked far less like the harmless civil servant he was pretending to be without his shirt. It wasn’t just the strength evident in his lean physique; there was the mark left by the bullet that had passed cleanly through the flesh above his left hip and the scars from a knife fight in Colombia. If any of Sidorov’s men noticed, there might be questions to answer.

      He closed his eyes and allowed the heat to sink into his bones. He heard another visitor lowering himself onto the next slab along, but kept his eyes closed.

      “First time in Istanbul?”

      It was the agreed phrase that meant his cut-out was clean.

      “The closest I’ve been is Corfu,” Cooper said, following the formula.

      “And how did you like that?”

      “I like hot weather.”

      Cooper opened his eyes and looked across. The man from the bridge was lying on the slab.

      He smiled. “Call me Mehmet. It’s not my name, but it’ll do.”

      “Pleased to meet you.”

      He was in his mid-forties, with an untidy mop of thick, black curly hair. He was unshaven, and his physique suggested he hadn’t seen the inside of a gym for a while. Not what you’d expect; people made the same mistake about Cooper, albeit for different reasons.

      “I’m a regular here,” said Mehmet. “They’ll leave us alone for twenty minutes to get nice and warm on the marble before the washing starts. So we’ve got time.”

      An attendant walked into the room, pushing a mop across the floor. Cooper and Mehmet waited until he was gone.

      “I met with Sidorov yesterday,” said Cooper. “Alone––at least for the first five minutes.”

      “And you didn’t do what you are here to do?”

      “His security arrived. His name is Dmitri—forty to forty-five, lean, six two, a scar on his left cheek. Speaks Russian with a St. Petersburg accent.”

      “You couldn’t handle them both?”

      Cooper frowned. He didn’t appreciate having his judgement questioned. “I have no trouble pulling the trigger when the right moment arrives. That wasn’t the moment.”

      “Of course. But we both know that London is keen for this matter to be resolved. Opportunities will be scarce.” He stretched. “Never mind. What did he want?”

      “Sidorov suggested we cut Fairweather out of the picture and deal directly with each other. I was neutral about the idea––there’s a chance it could be a test of my loyalty––but if it comes off, I’ll have other, better opportunities to take him out.”

      Mehmet looked surprised. “Cut Fairweather out?”

      “He said he’d send him back to London, but it’s more likely to be a shot to the back of the head.”

      Mehmet gave a brief nod.

      Cooper caught the upward kink of his eyebrow. “What?”

      “London picked up a call between Sidorov and Fairweather last night. Sidorov invited Fairweather to dinner this evening.”

      “That’s not unusual.”

      “No, but he told Fairweather to be in a neighbourhood halfway up the Bosphorus called Istinye at six.”

      “Why’s that odd?”

      “You don’t go to Istinye for dinner. You go there for the marina—and Sidorov keeps a yacht there.”

      “He’s planning to take Fairweather out to sea. Shoot him there and dump the body over the side.”

      “Given what you just said? That’s possible. Or he might take him to the island.”

      “What island’s that?”

      “Heybeliada. It’s off the coast—tourists, mostly, but there are some big houses there. Sidorov bought a big place last year. It’ll be quiet. Not a bad spot to get rid of Fairweather.”

      Cooper scratched his cheek. “Or Sidorov.” He glanced across at Mehmet. “I’ll need to be equipped.”

      “What do you need?”

      “A carbine with ammunition pre-loaded into the magazines. A handgun with a suppressor and ammunition. A knife. Grenades would be useful—a couple of thermite and a couple of white phosphorous. Night-vision goggles with thermal imaging and a ballistic vest.”

      “Leave it to me,” he said.
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      Cooper perched on the stool next to Fairweather in the hotel’s rooftop bar. Fairweather was dressed in a cream-coloured linen suit and a pale blue Oxford shirt, with a flowery cravat at his neck. He was already on his second martini and his face was slowly turning beetroot red.

      “Sidorov’s not happy and I’m holding you responsible.” A pianist was playing jazz standards in the corner. Fairweather took an olive from a bowl on the bar and ate it. “He’s underwhelmed. When someone like Sidorov asks a question, he wants a clear, decisive, confident answer. He wants facts, figures, proposals, ideas. He doesn’t want to hear some simpering naïf telling him he feels nervous. Jesus. If you don’t step up, it’s going to blow back on me and the company, and that’s something I will not tolerate—not for a single second. Do you understand me?”

      Cooper wouldn’t have said he had any special wish to see Fairweather die, but, with every additional second that Fairweather berated him, Cooper came around to the idea more and more; at least it’d shut him up.

      Fairweather ran a finger around the rim of his glass. “I’m going to explain the situation when I see Sidorov this evening. I’ll tell him you were tired. You were out of your comfort zone. But when we see him tomorrow, you need to be crystal clear when he asks you a question. Understood? You tell him about your access to government, your ability to get things done, your track record. Exaggerate a little if you have to. He’s got to see you as indispensable.”

      Cooper hadn’t discussed with Mehmet whether they could or even should try to avert Fairweather’s fate. There’d been no point; any attempt to warn Fairweather, however subtle, would rebound on the operation, and that was out of the question. Sidorov’s demise was worth whatever happened to Fairweather.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “I am.”

      “Remember—the consequences of getting this wrong won’t just fall on me. I’ve warned you before—you’ve already broken the law by passing me confidential government documents. You could go to prison for a very long time. So get your act together.”

      A waiter approached them.

      “Mr. Fairweather? A car is waiting for you downstairs.”

      Fairweather drained his martini and stood. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

      He retrieved his jacket from the hook fastened to the bar and put it on. He had left it there when he went to the bathroom earlier, and Cooper had dropped a tiny tracking device that he had hidden in his shoe into the inside pocket. Group Three had developed the beacon: a small disc with a miniature lithium-ion battery that would last for a day. It was also equipped with 4G and GPS technology that combined to transmit its location to a cloud server. Using a small hand-held receiver, Cooper could track Fairweather’s whereabouts for as long as he had it with him.
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      Cooper and Mehmet sat in the battered grey Dacia Duster on the road running south alongside the Bosporus. Mehmet was up front and Cooper was in the back. Cooper had gone to ridiculous lengths to ensure that he was black and now, two hours and several miles later, he was confident that he was.

      “Do you have the things I asked for?”

      Mehmet gestured with a nod of his head. “The bag in the footwell.”

      Cooper saw the large bag, picked it up and put it on the seat next to him. He unzipped it and removed the contents. There was a Kale KCR556 carbine, the service rifle used by Turkish special forces, with modular flip-up iron sight and five-position telescopic adjustable stock. There was a Heckler & Koch VP9 SK, a reliable semi-automatic handgun with good accuracy, manageable recoil and a design well suited for covert operations. He took it in his hand and checked the weight, the grip, and the sight alignment. He examined the slide and suppressor and, satisfied, laid it down. The knife came next, its dark finish catching the light. He inspected the blade, gauging its sharpness and balance. A pouch held the night-vision goggles, and a box contained a selection of grenades—incendiary, fragmentation and flashbang—and ammunition for the pistol. A ballistic vest was at the bottom of the bag and the last thing to be removed.

      Mehmet was watching in the mirror. “Okay?”

      “Looks good.”

      Mehmet reached over to the passenger seat and then handed over a plastic bag. “I got these for you, too.”

      Charlie took the bag and removed a black top and trousers and a metal tub of face black. “Perfect. Thanks.”

      He put everything into the first bag, zipped it up and checked the screen of the receiver to monitor the tracking device he’d placed in Fairweather’s jacket.

      “They’re leaving the marina.”

      “By boat?”

      “It looks that way.”

      The evening traffic was crawling. Mehmet hit the horn, but it made no difference. He spun the wheel and muscled the four-by-four into a miniscule gap in the next lane, crossing the tram tracks and then the traffic coming the other way before racing up a narrow hill so steep that Cooper was thrown backwards into his seat.

      Cooper was tempted to tell him to be careful. They couldn’t afford to be stopped by the police, especially considering the equipment in the bag.

      Mehmet took a series of sharp turns, ignoring one-way signs and using his horn freely whenever the car in front didn’t move quickly enough for his liking. They raced through back streets until they reached a road high in the hills that allowed them a panoramic view over the Bosporus.

      Cooper looked down onto the water as they drove along. “What’s your best guess? Where are they going?”

      “The more I think about it the more I think it’s the island. It’s busy in summer, but it’ll be quieter now. When the winter storms come, they get cut off. The tourists don’t bother out of season.”

      Cooper glanced down at the strait. “How long for them to get there?”

      “An hour from Istinye, depending on how fast the boat is.” He reached into the glove compartment and took out a pair of powerful binoculars. “Have a look,” he said, handing them back. “You might be able to spot them.”

      Cooper trained the binoculars on the water. It didn’t take long. A sleek, cream-coloured speedboat was powering down the centre of the Bosporus, a frothy white line of wake marking its path. He adjusted the focus. “Would Sidorov be on board now?”

      “Unlikely. That’d be like him going in a taxi to pick up a guest. He’s above that. He’s probably already there.”

      Mehmet gave up on the slow-moving delivery van in front, yanked the wheel left and shot around to overtake it. A BMW coming the other way was forced to slam on its brakes. The driver opened his window to shout at Mehmet, who only laughed.

      They hit a stretch of straight, empty road and the Dacia surged forward.

      Cooper checked the tracking screen again. “Let’s assume you’re right and that’s where they’re going—how do I get there?”

      “There are public ferries from the pier in Eminönü, but the police monitor them because of the VIPs on the islands. We’re going to need a boat just for us—low-key, something nobody will pay any attention to.” He looked Cooper up and down and grinned.

      “What?”

      “Think you could pass as a fisherman?”
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      The small fishing boat swayed and rocked towards the island. There was no disguising the chugging from the engine, but there was nothing to be done about that. Mehmet had set up two fishing rods at the back, both lashed to a wooden pole, so anyone glancing at them would see nothing out of the ordinary: just another pair of fishermen out late one evening to catch some sea bass. The sky was a dark velvety blue; flickers of light came from the oil tankers emerging from the Bosphorus and the homes on the islands arrayed ahead of them.

      Cooper ducked into the small cabin below deck and changed into the black trousers and sweater that Mehmet had provided. They’d tracked the coast of Istanbul for the past hour, sailing at a steady pace before turning south towards Heybeliada, the second largest of the Princes’ Islands. The name, according to Mehmet, meant ‘with a saddlebag,’ and referred to the valley that split the middle of the island and the two hills that dominated either end. Cooper peered out of the small porthole window and saw that the name was apt.

      The island looked quiet. He checked the beacon. Fairweather’s position had remained stationary in the heavily wooded southern half of the island for the past hour. It was possible he was already dead, and that the beacon’s signal would soon be smothered by six feet of dirt. But Cooper suspected Sidorov was the sort of man who would tease things out for longer, especially if he felt there was something to be gained by his sadism. Fairweather was a blowhard, but he had access to useful information and Sidorov would want to extract every scrap of it before putting a bullet in the back of his head.

      The boat pulled alongside a natural promontory of rocks that Mehmet had identified as a suitable landing point. It looked as if there was a distance of around three-quarters of a mile from the shoreline to the beacon; close enough for Cooper to reach it on foot and yet far enough away that they were unlikely to be seen.

      He picked up the ballistic vest that Mehmet had found for him and put it on, securing it at the sides and then arranging it so that it was comfortable. The vest had pouches for his grenades and his spare magazines. He reached into the bag for the 9mm and slotted it into the holster he wore on his belt. He took the blade and its scabbard and clipped it onto his belt above his left hip for ease of use with his right hand. He took the tub of camouflage paint, removed the lid, and dabbed his fingers into it. He used the paint to black his face, covering as much of his skin as he could. He looked at his reflection in the window’s glass; there would be no disguising who or what he was from this point on.

      Thomas Williamson had served his purpose.

      The time for pretence was over.

      He grabbed the carbine and went up on deck. Mehmet was at the wheel, keeping them ten feet away from the shore.

      “Ready?”

      Cooper nodded. “I’m good.”

      Mehmet handed him an encrypted radio. “Channel 14. Sidorov will have men there. They’ll notice what’s going on and they’ll come after you. Exfiltration is going to be tricky.”

      Cooper clipped the radio to his vest. “This boat won’t be fast enough to outrun their launch.”

      “It’ll be fine. Leave it to me.”

      A flock of birds flew right past them, low and fast, across the water. In the distance, a freight ship sounded its horn.

      Mehmet reached out a hand. “Good luck. Radio when you’re on your way out.”

      He manoeuvred the boat until it was closer to the rocks. Cooper jumped off the prow and landed, his feet slipping a little on the spume-soaked surface. He hurried for cover and found it in the thick undergrowth. The boat’s engine grew louder as Mehmet fought the surge to escape from the island.

      Cooper waited until the boat was back out to sea and then climbed quickly. He took out the receiver and woke the screen. Two dots blinked on top of the map: a red dot for him and a blue dot for the beacon, accurate to within a hundred metres. Mehmet had explained that Sidorov’s house was a large building that had long ago been used as a sanatorium and that it had been purchased by the same Panamanian shell company the Russian had used before. The terrain climbed up and it looked as if there would be two roads or tracks to cross before he reached his destination. It was hard to know how much security Sidorov would have here. He was bound to have a detail, though, and Cooper assumed that some of them would be out to form a perimeter. He guessed they would be somewhere beyond the second track, but he would proceed with care before he reached that point.

      He set off, finding a path that led away from the water’s edge. Progress was slow. The gradient was steep, the earth loose, and the pine trees dense. Cooper picked his way carefully, staying on firmer ground wherever he could. He came to the first track, wide enough for a car, and took a moment to stop and listen. Mehmet said that vehicles with petrol engines weren’t allowed on the island; residents relied on electric buggies and bikes to get around and they’d make much less noise. Cooper waited until he was satisfied that no one was coming, then darted across the track and disappeared once more into the forest.

      He continued to climb. The track petered out, and he had to move more slowly, picking a path between the trunks of the pine trees. His clothes snagged on thorns and sharp needles scraped against his face, but he ignored the discomfort for the cover the vegetation provided.

      He paused every hundred metres, kneeling down and listening for anything out of the ordinary. The first few occasions revealed nothing, but the fifth time, just as he crossed the second track, he came across the first guard. He smelled the man’s cigarette long before he saw him: that was a good sign. A sentry smoking cigarettes was of more use to the enemy than to the principal they were supposed to be protecting; they were too relaxed and insufficiently alert.

      Cooper hoped the rest of Sidorov’s security would be just as lax.

      He stayed low and watched as the man came into view: he was big, with a buzz-cut of closely cropped hair, tattoos visible on his bare forearms. He finished his cigarette before urinating against a tree, then disappeared along a path that headed towards the house.

      Cooper tracked him. He stayed far enough behind so as not to give himself away, yet still close enough to hear the buzz of static from the radio the man used to keep in touch with the rest of the detail. Cooper bit his lip as he considered the best course of action. He could take the man out, or he could wait and let him go. There was something to be said for delaying contact with Sidorov’s team, but that would just postpone the inevitable bloodshed. Cooper knew he was outnumbered, and that he could rely on stealth for only so long.

      Better to thin the numbers out now.
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      Fairweather sat in the chair and drew deeply on the Romeo Y Julieta cigar, blowing a cloud of rich smoke into the warm evening air. The terrace looked out over the thick island forest, and, beyond it, the Sea of Marmara and the twinkling lights of Istanbul. He and Sidorov had dined on Black Sea caviar, Japanese beef and a delicate French tarte tatin, and the wines that complemented each course could have been selected by the head sommelier at the Restaurant Guy Savoy. Fairweather breathed in deeply, satisfied with his lot in life: he had a full belly and the prospect of making an enormous amount of money from a patron who seemed keen to move their relationship to a more meaningful level.

      The house in the heart of the forest was a monstrosity: a vast complex in which everything was controlled by switches, sensors and buttons. It could never have been a pretty building, but there was something about what had been done to it that had contrived to make it even worse. The façade was marred by anachronistic additions: jarring metal panels, gaudy lighting, security cameras everywhere and inexplicable modernist sculptures that stood like guards at the entryway. The alterations led to a feeling of disharmony; the building seemed at odds with itself, its old bones creaking under the weight of an ill-fitting new skin. The result was an architectural dissonance, a tension between past and present.

      Sidorov had given Fairweather a tour. The grand lobby had been stripped of its original flooring, replaced by sterile marble that reflected the LEDs from the ceiling. The staircase, once a focal point, was now obscured by a maze of steel and glass partitions. Original furniture had been cleared out and replaced with minimalist, nondescript pieces that looked like they were picked out of a catalogue rather than chosen with care.

      Fairweather considered himself a man of tradition, and, given the choice, he would’ve engaged local artisans to restore the building in a way that was sympathetic to its location. Not for the first time, Fairweather found he had nothing but disdain for tasteless nouveaux riches like Sidorov. He had no time for the oligarchs, unless it involved taking their money. And for that, he had to admit, he had all the time in the world.

      “I admire what you’ve done here,” he said, turning towards Sidorov. “You’ve obviously spared no expense.”

      Sidorov was wearing a blue linen suit and a white shirt open at the neck. “These islands have an interesting history. They’ve been the home to outsiders: Greeks, Armenians, Jews. Wealthy Turks weren’t interested—not until the modern elite decided they wanted holiday homes here. The community is barely a shadow of what it once was.”

      Fairweather took a sip of his brandy. Was it possible that Sidorov couldn’t see the irony in what he was saying? He was the ultimate outsider, and this house had obliterated part of the island’s heritage. But here he was, waxing sentimental about history.

      “I think this could turn into a very fruitful partnership for us both,” he said. “I’m confident we can not only give your public reputation a fresh coat of paint, but we can also get you established in London on a legal footing and introduced to some very influential friends. London is a welcoming city for people like you, and we are the best-placed company to smooth your path.”

      “You do like to boast of your connections.”

      “I don’t know anyone better connected.”

      “How did you manage it?”

      He spread his hands. “It all starts at school.”

      “Eton—yes?”

      “That’s right. In fact, at some point, we should speak about your children and your aspirations for them. England has the finest boarding schools in the world.”

      “Your father went to Eton, too?”

      “My father, his father, his father…” Fairweather waved his cigar. “You’d have to look back a long way to find a Fairweather who didn’t go there. My boy has got a year left.”

      “And then?”

      “Oxford, of course.”

      “His path is clearly laid out before him.”

      “It’s certainly been planned for a while.”

      Sidorov chuckled. “He might be an imbecile, but all he has to do is put one foot in front of the other and he will find himself a successful man, just like his father.”

      Fairweather shifted nervously. “He’s a bright boy.”

      “He might be bright; he might be an idiot. Makes no difference. Privilege overcomes any obstacle.”

      “It’s a foundation stone,” Fairweather qualified, “not a guarantee. It doesn’t solve every problem. Look at me—I’ve had to build my business from the ground up.”

      “All thanks to the network of friends from school. I don’t know, Crispin—I much prefer to work with people who are self-made. Bradley Roth, for example.”

      Fairweather stiffened at the mention of Roth. The meal was supposed to set the seal on his new business relationship with Sidorov; why was he talking about him?

      “He’s done well for himself.”

      “Very well,” Sidorov said. “We looked into him. A self-made man. The son of a plumber. He became a policeman, and then there was the FBI and finally there was you. But where is he now?”

      “Back in the United States.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so. No one is aware of him having returned there. His own mother doesn’t know where he is.” He snapped his fingers. “He has disappeared off the face of the earth just like that, all after he had an argument with you.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We both know it is true.”

      Fairweather saw a movement in the corner of his vision. He turned and saw Dmitri, Sidorov’s security chief, standing against the wall.

      “I don’t think you’ve been playing with a straight bat,” said Sidorov. “Is that the correct idiom? I don’t mind you killing Roth, if that’s what you did. I don’t know him and I don’t care. Perhaps you had a good reason. But I very much mind you lying to me. That will always be a problem.”

      Fairweather opened and then closed his mouth.

      “What is it?” Sidorov said. “You are not usually lost for words.”

      “I had an argument with Roth. What’s so odd about that?”

      “It’s not the argument I care about—it’s what happened afterwards.”

      Afterwards? Fairweather scrambled for a response. Roth had been going on and on about Williamson, with no evidence to back up his accusations. Fairweather had had no choice but to warn him that his job was on the line. Roth couldn’t be allowed to jeopardise the company’s work.

      But if Roth had disappeared, as Sidorov was claiming, then…

      Shit.
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      Cooper slowed as he neared the house. The building was next to a T-junction where a track that ran east to west along the southern side of the island met with a track that ran north to south. The building sat within grounds of perhaps two to three acres, with thick forest crowding right up to the brick wall that marked its boundary. That wall was eight feet tall, but hadn’t been topped with anything—spikes, for example—that would make scaling it more difficult. The whole arrangement was sloppy; the trees should have been cut down to provide a margin between the forest and the wall, but that hadn’t happened. Indeed, several trees had been allowed to reach their branches out and over it. Cooper found one and scaled it, then crept out across the bough until he could lower himself onto the top of the wall. He turned, grabbed the edge with both hands and slid down, dropping the last few feet to the ground and landing with a quiet thud.

      He stopped and listened: nothing.

      The land around the building was overgrown, but work was progressing to clear it. There was evidence that formal gardens were planned, with a large area devoted to a newly turfed lawn and another reserved for ornate topiary with hessian-wrapped bushes stacked to the side. The house itself was visible as the terrain dipped down; a very large, white-painted building on three levels, with darkened windows looking out onto the lawn. Cooper saw several security cameras, but they had been positioned in such a way as to allow for blind spots that he could exploit. He set off again, following the unkempt part of the garden until he saw the next two guards. They were standing shoulder to shoulder, both men smoking cigarettes that glowed in the gloom.

      Cooper dropped to his belly and slithered through the long grass until he was close enough to eavesdrop on their conversation. The men spoke in Russian.

      “When are you going to take her away, then?”

      “Don’t know,” the second man said. “When we get downtime.”

      The first man stretched out his shoulders. “Where?”

      “Alushta.”

      “Crimea?”

      Cooper unsheathed the combat knife.

      “That’s one option. She’s always wanted to go.”

      The first man flicked his cigarette away. “Been before?”

      “She has—before it was returned to the Motherland. She says the beaches are amazing.”

      “Don’t forget to post a picture on your socials. The khokhols hate it.”

      “They still think they’ll kick us out.” The second man laughed. “Vladimir Vladimirovich would drop a bomb on it before he let that happen.”

      The first man reached into his pocket, took out a cigarette packet, and cursed. “Shit. I’m out. You got one?”

      “I’m out, too.”

      “Bullshit.”

      The second man took out a packet, opened it and handed it to the first man. “See?”

      The first man swore. “I’ve got some in the guardhouse.”

      The second man flicked his cigarette away, too. “Grab mine, too. I left them in my jacket. It’s on the back of the chair.”

      Cooper was amazed at their lack of professionalism. They were confident, clearly, but even if they thought that confidence was justified—by their secluded location, perhaps, or the number of other guards who might be here—it was no excuse for a lackadaisical attitude.

      It was the kind of thing that got you killed.

      The first man made another disparaging remark about his colleague, turned to the east and headed away.

      The second man set off to the west.

      Cooper ran his finger across the edge of the blade and stayed low, sliding into the cover offered by the trunk of a broad mimosa.
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      Fairweather swallowed on a dry throat. Sidorov was eyeing him.

      “You and Roth, then—your argument. What was it about?”

      Fairweather closed his eyes. “Williamson.”

      “Your previous connection to government—before Williamson—was put in hospital, wasn’t he?”

      “He was mugged.”

      Dmitri chuckled.

      Sidorov shook his head. “Are you that naïve? He appeared just when you needed him most. Didn’t you think that was strange?”

      “We had him checked. We—”

      “Let me see if I can guess what happened,” Dmitri said. “You had him checked, but Roth wasn’t satisfied. He was suspicious, as you should have been. Roth thought Williamson wasn’t what he said he was and looked into him more closely. But then, before he could report anything to you, he disappeared.” Dmitri stood now and took a step towards him. “Let me make it even clearer for you: your previous man was incapacitated, Williamson was installed to take his place, and Roth was killed when his suspicion threatened Williamson.”

      Fairweather shook his head. “No. I don’t believe that’s what happened. I don’t believe it for a moment.”

      He looked around at the forest and finally understood why he’d been brought here.

      It was isolated.

      No other houses nearby.

      No one could hear a thing.

      No one could see what was about to happen.

      The caviar and beef had been his last meal.

      Sidorov had brought him here to die.

      He glanced around and wondered whether he stood any chance if he ran. He doubted it; Dmitri was close by, and, even if he got clear of him, the reprieve would only be temporary. Sidorov’s man had ten years on him and a lean athleticism that suggested he’d run him down in no time at all. And Fairweather did not know what lay beyond the boundary of the property, nor how he could get off the island. Sidorov had other men; there had been another two on the boat and at least two more waiting for them at the house.

      “Please,” Fairweather said. “Let’s sit down and work it all out.”

      Dmitri had been closing the distance between them, but now he stopped. Fairweather wondered if it was something he’d said, but, when he looked at Sidorov, he saw nothing in his face that gave him reason for hope.

      The radio that Dmitri wore crackled with an incoming message. He unclipped it and spoke into it in Russian.

      Fairweather looked left and right and tried to pick the best direction to run. If he picked the right direction and got lucky, maybe it wasn’t impossible that he’d be able to get away. Perhaps he could find someone who could help, or a house where he could hide until he had worked out how to get a message back to the authorities in Istanbul.

      Sidorov looked at him with a smile and shook his head. “No.”

      “What?”

      “Run if you like, but you’d be shot like a dog.”

      “Can’t we just talk?” he pleaded, but then he noticed that Dmitri’s face had changed.

      He was confused.

      Sidorov noticed it, too. “What is it?”

      The radio channel was open and they all heard it: a scream, quickly abbreviated, and then—a fraction of a second later—its echo from somewhere in the forest.

      “Alexei,” Dmitri said. “Alexei?”

      Sidorov’s arrogance drained away as quickly as the blood left his face. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know,” Dmitri muttered.

      Sidorov was pale. “That was a scream—I heard it.”

      Dmitri thumbed the radio again and spoke into it. “Alexei?”

      “Dmitri,” Sidorov pressed.

      The radio was silent. “Alexei found one of the men,” Dmitri muttered. “His throat was cut.”

      “Should I get inside?”

      Fairweather looked out into the gathering gloom and thought he saw something. There was darkness in the spaces between the trees, but he thought he saw a shadow move from one trunk to the next. It was brief, and he couldn’t be sure: something blending with the inky blackness so smoothly that Fairweather questioned whether it was real or just a trick of his weary eyes.

      Dmitri saw it, too, and his concern and confusion became something else.

      Horror.

      “Get down!”

      Dmitri dived at Sidorov, knocking him to the terrace at the same moment that single gunshot boomed out of the forest.
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      Fairweather flung himself out of his chair and scrambled behind the upturned table. A second shot rang out, blasting into brick and sending dusty fragments into the side of his face. Terror clawed at him; he could feel his bowels loosening.

      Dmitri grabbed Sidorov by the collar and dragged him towards a low stone wall that would give them temporary protection from whoever was shooting at them.

      Fairweather hunched down. “What do I do?”

      Dmitri spoke into his radio. A bullet hit the wall just above Sidorov’s head, sending sharp fragments flying.

      Dmitri held Sidorov down.

      Fairweather’s heart hammered. He tried to breathe.

      Two guards appeared from around the corner of the house. Dmitri called down to them. One man—tall, muscular, and carrying a rifle—ran across the open space below the terrace. He made it halfway when his body folded in half. He crumpled to the ground.

      “What’s happening?” Sidorov said.

      “Williamson,” Dmitri said. He looked over at Fairweather. “Does he have associates?”

      “How would I know? I’ve never seen him with anyone else.”

      Another bullet crashed into the wall just above Sidorov’s head.

      Dmitri barked more Russian into his radio, then turned to Fairweather. “I’m going to tell you what to do. All right? Go to the glass door over there—there’s a keypad next to it. Once the door is open, we hide inside. Are you ready? The code is—”

      “Are you crazy?” Fairweather yelled at him. “He’ll shoot me the moment I stand up.”

      “He’s not here for you.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Are you that stupid? You brought him here, but that’s it. I’m not going to tell you again—get up and open the door. The code is 2624.”

      “No.” Fairweather hunched behind the table, covering his head with his hands. “You want me to take the risk of opening it so you can get him inside.”

      “Yes,” Dmitri said. “That’s right. And if you don’t, I’ll shoot you myself.” He pointed his pistol at him. “Now stand up and walk over to the door.”

      Fairweather closed his eyes and did his best not to vomit.

      Shouts came from the forest.

      A voice came over the radio.

      “What is it?” Sidorov said.

      “They’ve pinned him down. We need to get inside now.”

      Sidorov put a hand on Dmitri’s elbow. “Wait. Give me your gun.”

      Dmitri handed him the Makarov.

      He turned and aimed at Fairweather. “This is your fault.”

      Fairweather raised both hands. “No—”

      Sidorov shot him in the chest.
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      Dmitri led the way to the safe room at the heart of the big house. He had overseen its design himself and knew just how secure it was. He put his eye to the scanner and waited until his identity was confirmed; the lock buzzed, and the door opened.

      Dmitri shoved Sidorov inside.

      The walls were reinforced with layers of bulletproof material and lined with Kevlar, while the ceiling and floor were similarly fortified. The room was windowless, eliminating the weak points an attacker might otherwise exploit. Sleek steel cabinets were built into the walls, stocked with an array of emergency supplies: medical kits, water, and tinned food, together with weapons and ammunition. The console on the wall offered control over the house’s security systems, as well as means of communication with the outside world. Two monitors showed live feeds from the security cameras peppered throughout the property.

      “You’ll be safe here,” Dmitri said. “Keep my gun. You won’t need it, but just in case.”

      He collected another pistol and spare ammunition from the shelves, then added a pair of night-vision goggles.

      “What do I do?” Sidorov said.

      “Stay inside and don’t open the door to anyone but me. Understand?”

      Sidorov nodded. “What about you? What are you going to do?”

      “Find him and kill him.”

      Dmitri stepped outside and closed the door behind him. Sidorov had a radio to contact the Turkish police and enough food and water to last for a week. He’d be fine for as long as it took them to find Williamson.

      Dmitri tightened his grip on the pistol and rested the goggles on his forehead. He opened the door to the terrace, checked his surroundings and moved into shelter behind the wall once more, lowering the goggles and switching them on.

      He pressed the push-to-speak button. “Dmitri to team,” he said. “Send SITREP, over.”

      There was no response.

      “I say again—send SITREP. You said you had him pinned down. Where is he, over?”

      Nothing.

      Dmitri crouched low and hurried towards the line of pine trees. It was dark, and the undergrowth was dense, but the goggles allowed him to pick out a path. He made little noise as he slid between the trees, and then he came across the first body: it was Vlad. He knelt down next to his body and saw that he was dead. Bubbles gathered in the blood from the incision in his neck; the wound made a slow, soft gurgling sound.

      Dmitri swore.

      He got up, slid his finger through the pistol’s trigger guard, and checked the tension. He started moving again, holding the gun ready to fire. It was another fifty metres before the next body.

      It was Arkady. His throat had been slit, too.

      Dmitri paused, knelt, and listened. Nothing. He set off again, parting the brush and emerging into a clearing.

      He saw Ivan, as dead as the others, his throat opened from ear to ear.

      Dmitri heard a noise ahead, crouched and readied his weapon. He looked into the trees, waiting for Williamson to reveal himself in the green-washed illumination of the goggles.

      He heard the crack of a twig from behind him, but by the time he turned, it was already too late.
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      Cooper waited in the treeline for a moment, looking for any more guards. He had already killed four, plus the man in charge, but didn’t want to undo his hard work by blundering ahead without being sure that the way was clear. A five-man detail seemed about right for a man like Sidorov and, as he waited and saw and heard nothing, he satisfied himself that the odds were in his favour that there were no others. Fairweather and Sidorov were still here, though, and both were likely to be armed. Both—he corrected himself—on the assumption that Fairweather was still alive.

      He took out the tracker, held his hand over the screen to shield the glare from anyone who might be watching, and checked Fairweather's location. The dot that represented his position was just inside or next to the house. It wasn’t moving.

      He waited another minute, and, with still no sign of anyone else nearby, he took a breath, tightened his grip on the carbine, and left the concealment of the undergrowth. He crossed over to the house and skirted around it in a clockwise direction. He was at the south-eastern corner when he heard movement, an audible intake of breath and a muttered curse. He heard footsteps descending wooden steps and then the sound of running. He looked around the corner and saw two men—one wearing chef’s whites and the other dressed as a butler—sprinting away down the gravelled drive to the gate.

      Cooper waited until they were out of sight and he could no longer hear the crunch of their feet on the gravel, and then, crouching down low, continued around the house to the front.

      He heard shallow breathing coming from somewhere on the terrace to his left. He raised the carbine and edged along until he reached the steps that led up to the raised platform.

      Fairweather was sitting there, his back pressed up against the wall. He had been shot; the blood showed as a dark shadow on his shirt through the green wash of Cooper’s goggles.

      Cooper made his way across the terrace until he was next to Fairweather. He wasn’t dead, but he was in a bad way; his breath rattled in and out and his pale skin glistened with sweat.

      “Hey,” Cooper whispered.

      Fairweather raised his head but didn’t recognise Cooper; he had lost a lot of blood, Cooper saw, and then he remembered his face was daubed with paint and he had goggles over his eyes. He reached up and pushed them onto his forehead.

      “It’s me. Williamson.”

      Recognition flickered across Fairweather’s face, then anger. “You…” he started, then coughed. “You… set… me…”

      “Quiet,” Cooper said. “I work for the government and I’m here for Sidorov—not you. Stay here and be quiet and I’ll bring you out with me.”

      It was an empty promise. Cooper had seen more than enough gunshot wounds to know there was little chance that Fairweather would be alive by the time he had finished with Sidorov. Even if he was still breathing at that point, Cooper was on his own and it would be impossible to get Fairweather away without seriously risking his own successful exfiltration.

      But Fairweather was desperate, with death close at hand; he would grasp onto any promise of salvation, no matter how unlikely. “You swear it?”

      “I said I would.”

      “I’ve got kids,” he said, his voice a little weaker.

      “I’ll get you out,” he said. “I just need you to answer a couple of questions.”

      Fairweather nodded.

      “How many men have you seen?”

      “Four or five.”

      “Sure?”

      Fairweather nodded.

      “Good,” Cooper said. “Last question—where’s Sidorov?”
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      Fairweather had given Cooper the code to the door and he’d waited on the threshold until he was sure he couldn’t hear anything, then proceeded with his pistol raised. He moved through the rooms like a ghost. He stepped into a dim hallway bathed in the pale glow of recessed lighting. There were marble tiles underfoot, and the walls were hung with grotesque modern art that looked like a billionaire’s afterthought. He ignored all of it and worked his way deeper inside.

      His boots made no sound on the deep red carpet as he moved into a living area. He looked around: an oversized, ivory leather sofa faced a flat-screen TV so large it might as well have been made for a small cinema; bookshelves were filled with decorative knickknacks and first editions bought by the foot, likely never touched.

      He crossed into a dining room. A crystal chandelier hung above a mahogany table that was long enough to seat twenty, bearing only a single, ornate candelabrum as its centrepiece. Next to the dining room was a state-of-the-art kitchen. He stopped again, his gaze falling on a stainless-steel rack near the stove, holding oils and vinegars. He took a bottle of olive oil and then, from a cupboard, a bottle of seventy-percent-proof Rasputin vodka.

      Cooper carried on until he found the door to what had to be the safe room. It was nondescript, almost begging to be overlooked, but he knew better; there was an iris scanner to the left, and the door was obviously substantial. He knew there would be no way to get through it.

      That didn’t matter.

      He was happy to leave Sidorov sealed up inside.

      He opened the vodka and poured it out; its alcoholic content would make it an effective accelerant. He opened the olive oil and poured that out, too. It would sustain a flame and increase the fire’s longevity.

      Cooper took a magnesium flare from his pouch and struck it. The flame was white hot as he rolled it into the pool of accelerants.

      He retreated as the blaze roared to life behind him.
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      Sidorov coughed. The air felt stifling and heavy. He went over to the console and flicked through the feeds from the various cameras. One of the outside cameras, the one that looked down from the corner of the building onto the lawn, showed what looked like a body just outside the treeline.

      He swore softly to himself. “Pizdets.”

      He flicked away from the image, turned his attention to the indoor cameras, and saw empty room after empty room. Finally, he arrived at the feed from the camera above the safe room door. It was coloured with an ominous orange glow. He squinted, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.

      Fire.

      The flames grew larger and more visible, their progress heralded now by a crackling that filtered through the speaker. The room was designed to keep him safe, but was not engineered to be fireproof from the inside out. The smell became acrid, an unmistakable blend of burning wood and melting plastic; the room’s filtration system was supposed to scrub the air clean, but perhaps it had failed or been overwhelmed.

      The blaze was too fast and too hungry. Alarms blared as he turned towards the ventilation grates, where tendrils of smoke leaked inside. The air grew thicker, and it was harder and harder to breathe.

      He touched the walls and felt, to his mounting terror, that they were growing hot. His panic grew: despite all his meticulous planning, all the money he had spent, he was trapped. He had spent hundreds of thousands to make this room as safe as he could, and yet all he had done was to build his own tomb.

      The smoke turned from wisps to billows, and the temperature continued to rise.

      The smoke grew thicker, the greys blending into black. Sidorov choked.

      By the time he reached the door, he could barely see his hand in front of his face.

      He went to the lock and, grateful that it was backlit, tapped out the combination to open the door. The mechanism buzzed, the bolts withdrew, and the door drifted back an inch. He covered his mouth with his arm and, wincing from the sudden increase in temperature as the hot air rushed inside, he pulled the door back. All he could see through the doorway were the flames and, with an additional source of oxygen suddenly made available, they rushed at him. His clothes caught fire at once and his skin was puckered and crisped. He screamed and stumbled back, trying—hopelessly—to slap out the flames that were raging around him.

      He saw something through the woozy heat—a man, dressed all in black, his face black, too—and knew, even though it was impossible to make out any detail, who it was.

      Williamson.

      The man raised his arm and aimed a pistol at him. Death was merciful when it came; a single shot to the forehead that buried him in darkness even as the fire continued to eat him whole.
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      Cooper covered his mouth with his sleeve and picked his way back to the front door of the house. He knew that he had to move quickly. The fire was spreading quickly throughout the ground floor, and it was only a matter of time before it found its way up to the floors above. This part of the island was sparsely inhabited, and the sudden blaze would be easily spotted. It wouldn’t be long before the authorities were here, and Cooper couldn’t be around when that happened.

      He reached the door and went outside. Fairweather wasn’t where Cooper had left him on the veranda, but it didn’t take long to find out where he had gone. A trail of blood was smeared across the deck and then down the steps. Cooper lowered the goggles over his eyes again and followed it.

      Fairweather was face down on his belly, halfway between the house and the gravel drive. Cooper closed the distance and saw that he wasn’t moving. He knelt next to him, slid both hands beneath his shoulders and flipped him onto his back. His eyes were open, staring up into the smoke and the darkness, but there was no life there; Cooper put his fingers to his neck to be sure, but found no pulse. He was dead.

      Cooper didn’t care. There was no telling what damage Fairweather and his company had done. Laundering the reputations of unsavoury characters might appear harmless, but Cooper knew it wasn’t. Giving the regime players who were directing Sidorov a licence to act with impunity had consequences. It wasn’t difficult to think of those who might have suffered by what Fairweather facilitated: dissidents disposed of, critics silenced, rivals disappeared. Sidorov wanted a way to bypass sanctions so that Putin could evade the consequences of an illegal annexation; Fairweather might only have been a player among many in Putin’s efforts to achieve that goal, but he was involved. Fairweather was prepared to shove his snout in the trough and close his eyes to the ramifications of what he was being paid to do and, if he was able to win immunity for Sidorov—and those above Sidorov—then what was to deter them from acting the same way again?

      So, no; Cooper couldn’t have exfiltrated Fairweather, but, even if there had been an easy way to do that—and he didn’t think there was—he would still have left him.

      He corrected himself: he wouldn’t just have left him. Fairweather knew more than enough to cause difficulties if he ended up in the wrong hands.

      Cooper would’ve had no choice but to kill him, but now, looking down at his corpse, he saw that wouldn’t be necessary.

      Sidorov had just saved him a bullet.

      Cooper adjusted the goggles and retraced his steps, following the path he had followed through the woods until he reached the wall. He had seen a wheelbarrow when he had dropped down into the garden and he collected it now, turned it upside down and climbed on top of it. He gripped the edge of the wall and heaved himself up, hooking his ankle over the side and then working the rest of his body up and over. He took a moment to gather himself; he heard the siren of an emergency vehicle somewhere in the distance—a fire truck, most likely—and carefully lowered himself down.

      He had outstayed his welcome. Time to find Mehmet and leave the burning house and his dead target behind him.
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      Mehmet took the coffee pot and poured the richly aromatic brew into two small cups. Cooper took a sugar cube from a bowl and dropped it into his cup to sweeten it, then took a sip of the coffee. He raised an eyebrow at the taste: a robust symphony of rich, dark flavours with an undercurrent of nuttiness and spice, punctuated by a notable bitterness that lingered on his palate.

      Mehmet smiled. “Good?”

      “As potent as usual.”

      Mehmet’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “‘Black as hell, strong as death, sweet as love.’”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You’ve never heard the proverb? That’s how we like our coffee in Istanbul.”

      Cooper took another sip and set the cup back down on the table. “I’d say it fits the bill.”

      They were sitting at an outside table of a coffee shop near to the Blue Mosque. Cooper’s gaze was drawn to the mosque, its six slender minarets piercing the skyline like needles. The grand dome was nestled amidst smaller, cascading domes, all contributing to a silhouette that was both majestic and graceful. Cooper’s view was framed by the bustle of tourists and locals alike. The air was filled with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, spices from the nearby market, and the distant hint of the Bosphorus.

      Cooper finished the coffee and took a sip from his glass of water. “Have you heard from London?”

      “I have,” Mehmet said. “Control is pleased. The Turks will investigate, of course, but there’s nothing to suggest they’ll be able to tie what happened to Sidorov and his men to you. The Russians will suspect, but they won’t be able to prove it.”

      “It wouldn’t matter if they did,” Cooper said. “It’ll be a reminder for them—there are consequences for their actions.”

      Mehmet nodded. “Quite so.” He gestured to the pot. “Another cup?”

      “Not for me,” he said. “I won’t be able to sleep.”

      Mehmet winced. “I’m afraid sleep might have to wait. Control took the opportunity to send fresh instructions. There’s a man in the city he would like you to attend to—Victor Kuznetsov. Here.”

      Mehmet handed Cooper a phone. The screen showed a photograph of a man with a polished exterior: blue eyes, a well-groomed beard, a tailored suit. He looked every bit the modern, worldly professional.

      “Who is he?”

      “A high-ranking Russian cyber intelligence officer posing as a business consultant. He’s an expert in cyber warfare and has developed software to manipulate foreign financial systems. He says he’s here to advise on infrastructure projects, but he’s really working to get around sanctions by establishing financial channels between the oligarchs and Turkish businesses. He’s attending a gala for the premiere of the new Nuri Bilge Ceylan film this evening. Control would like you to deal with him there and he wants you to use this.”

      He reached into his pocket and took out a leather pouch. Cooper took the pouch and, with an idea of what might be inside, carefully unzipped it. There was a glass vial with a rubberised dropper.

      “Let me guess. Cyanide?”

      “Thallium.”

      Cooper looked down at the vial. Thallium was known as the ‘poisoner’s poison’ on account of the fact that it was colourless, odourless, and tasteless. It was a particularly unpleasant way to go: the first symptom would be alopecia and, by then, any treatment would be too late. The victim would experience fever, gastrointestinal problems, delirium, convulsions, coma, and then death.

      Cooper zipped up the pouch. “How am I going to get close enough?”

      “I’ve arranged for you to work at the event as a waiter.”

      Cooper gestured to his outfit: jeans and a shirt that was damp with sweat. “I’ll need a change of clothes.”

      “I’ve got the uniform in the car.”

      Cooper exhaled. “You’ve thought of everything.”

      “This has the makings of a very productive visit,” Mehmet said. “Two birds with one stone.”

      The setting sun cast a golden glow on the intricate façade of the mosque.

      Cooper gestured to the coffee pot. “Better have that second coffee after all.”
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      Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

      
        
        Buy In Cold Blood

      

      

      
        
        Blood Moon Rising

      

      

      
        
        There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blood Moon Rising

      

      

      
        
        Blood and Roses

      

      

      
        
        Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blood and Roses

      

      

      
        
        The Dragon and the Ghost

      

      

      
        
        Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

      

      

      
        
        Tempest

      

      

      
        
        Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

      

        

      
        Buy Tempest

      

      

      
        
        Phoenix

      

      

      
        
        She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

      

        

      
        Buy Phoenix

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THE ISABELLA ROSE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Angel

      

      

      Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

      
        
        Buy The Angel

      

      

      
        
        The Asset

      

      

      
        
        Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Asset

      

      

      
        
        The Agent

      

      

      
        
        Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Agent

      

      

      
        
        The Assassin

      

      

      
        
        Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Assassin

      

      

      
        
        The Avenger

      

      

      
        
        Living under new identities in rural France, Isabella Rose and Michael Pope are trying to lay low. Tired of hiding, all Isabella wants is the chance to live an ordinary life. But Isabella is an extraordinary young woman and the people pursuing her will never, ever, give up. Her unique abilities have attracted the attention of the Academy of Military Science in Beijing. And it’s not only Isabella who needs to stay in the shadows. Pope has his fair share of enemies and a family that he's desperate to protect.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Avenger

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THE ATTICUS PRIEST SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The House in the Woods

      

      

      Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.

      
        
        Buy The House in the Woods

      

      

      
        
        A Place to Bury Strangers

      

      

      
        
        A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?

      

      

      
        
        Buy A Place to Bury Strangers

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT MARK DAWSON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Mark Dawson is the author of the John Milton, Beatrix and Isabella Rose and Atticus Priest series.

      
        
        For more information:

        www.markjdawson.com

        mark@markjdawson.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        AN UNPUTDOWNABLE ebook.

        First published in Great Britain in 2023 by UNPUTDOWNABLE LIMITED

        Copyright © UNPUTDOWNABLE LIMITED 2023

      

      

      The moral right of Mark Dawson to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

      

      All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
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