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The irony was that other people were scared of him. One look at his shaved head, tattoos, nose piercing and black boots and pedestrians crossed the road. Especially this late at night, especially in a city like Prague, where ghosts from a darker time lurked in the shadows.

He threw a quick glance over his shoulder and pulled his dark-green bomber jacket tightly around him. The temperatures had plummeted overnight, taking everyone by surprise. The jacket wasn’t enough to keep out the bitter cold, but he figured that if he kept up a brisk pace, he’d be alright. He didn’t want to be the first one to turn up at one of the meetings in a warmer coat, seeing as how he was still trying to blend in, even after all these months. It might not seem that way to outsiders, but the clothing was as strictly regulated as any uniform. If you broke ranks, people would spot it immediately.

The problem he’d encountered from day one was that so many of the group had grown up together. They’d drunk their first bottles of Plzensky Prazdroj together, gone to their first heavy metal concert together, even beaten up their first victim together, usually a beggar or immigrant begging for change near one of the big hotels. And so, when he’d first turned up eight months earlier, they looked at him as though he came from a different planet, even though he dressed like them, listened to the same music and spouted the same bile about foreigners desecrating the purity of the white race. He was just starting to make progress. The last thing he wanted to do was ruin all his hard work by wearing a warm coat.

He spotted the distinctive shape of St Vitus Cathedral looming in the darkness ahead and took a sharp right turn into a steep cobbled alleyway that would take him down to the Vltava River. He could hear the distant strains of an orchestra rehearsing and allowed himself a brief moment of respite from the unsmiling facade he’d had to maintain for so long. Dvorjak, he thought to himself, recognising the string movement. New World Symphony. It was a welcome change from metal. He hummed along, looking forward to the day when his bosses at Interpol told him that he’d done his job, collected enough incriminating evidence against the group and could finally return to his normal life. The truth was that the excitement and adrenaline of those early days undercover had faded, leaving him with a constant sense of anxiety that gnawed at his insides and woke him up at three in the morning to pace the creaking wooden floorboards of his cramped attic apartment.

He was done.

Burned out.

Ready to go home.

The incline was steep, and he allowed his momentum to gather and carry him at a gentle jog down to the banks of the river. The ink-black water sparkled with light from the buildings on the far side, and he saw that ice was beginning to form at the river’s edge. Winter had definitely arrived. He turned right, towards the nearest of the many bridges that would take him to the other side. He wanted to avoid the busiest bridge of all, the Charles Bridge, now so crowded with lovers’ padlocks that a group of locals had banded together to quietly remove them when the tourists weren’t looking.

There had been times when he was walking around town with members of the group and tourists had tried to take their picture, as though they were harmless London punks, animals on display in a zoo.

We’re animals alright, he wanted to tell them. But there aren’t any cages to protect you here.

You really don’t want to get too close.

He caught the edge of an echo behind him and wheeled around. Nothing. He lit a cigarette to steady his nerves. It was always the same when you were approaching the end of an undercover deployment. All you could see were the things that could go wrong, the myriad ways your targets might finally realise what you really were. He was due to meet his handlers early the following morning. He resolved to push them to wrap up the operation. Earlier on he’d been the one telling them that he was fine, that he could stay in place for as long as they needed.

No more. Not now. He was done.

When they came, they did so with surprising stealth. He’d always assumed that they’d do it in one of their bars, or deep in the countryside where no one could hear his screams. But here he was several hundred feet from a bridge heaving with tourists. Some of them probably had cameras pointing in his direction.

The first blow was with something heavy. He sank to his knees and touched the back of his head, his hand coming away so black with blood that it might have been covered with tar. The second blow was a kick to the kidneys that sent slivers of pain shooting up and down his side. They turned him over so he could see their faces.

“Bratri,” he pleaded. Brothers.

Antonin leaned in and spat in his face.

“Krysa,” Antonin said. Rat.

They dragged him into the shadows and set to work. Fists, boots, elbows, knees. Jan found a rock and smashed his left knee repeatedly while Antonin lay across his face to muffle his screams. He found himself fading in and out of consciousness. At one point he heard them laughing. They’ll stop soon, he told himself. They’re teaching me a lesson. They’ll leave me battered and bruised, with broken bones that will heal slowly, but I’ll be alive. I’ll be able to see my daughter again. I’ll be able to hold my wife.

He felt rope being tied around his ankles. They flipped him over and tied his hands together so tightly that he thought they might snap his wrists. Jan took the rock he’d used on his knee and stuffed it into his pocket. He heard them scrambling around for others that they put in every pocket of his jacket, zipping them shut afterwards. A fuel-soaked handkerchief was shoved into his mouth, making him retch, and then taped into place.

The three young men paused to check that their route to the riverbank was clear, waiting for a jogger to pass. One of them kept watch while the other two grabbed hold of him by the feet and the armpits. They carried him to the water’s edge.

He tried to scream. He tried to pull himself away, but their grip was too strong. With his eyes, he pleaded with them for mercy.

Brothers, don’t do this. I don’t deserve this. If you throw me in⁠—

The water was so cold that it took his breath away. The stones in his pockets dragged him down, down, down into the pitch-black depths, and he quickly faded from consciousness, becoming still as ice, finally drifting down to his resting place on the soft bed of silt and mud.
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Cooper glanced at his watch. He’d been sitting in the small waiting room outside Control’s office for over an hour. He knew that this was all part of his punishment. There was still a long road ahead before Control would forgive him for what had happened in Tel Aviv. Cooper couldn’t blame anyone for that but himself. After all, he’d lied; he’d disobeyed orders; he’d put the British government’s diplomatic and security relationship with the Israelis at risk. Any one of those things should have resulted in him being kicked out of Group Fifteen. He’d tried time and time again to explain to Control that his half-brother’s disappearance had sent him off the rails, but he was back and ready to do whatever needed to be done.

Control had heard him out but was unyielding. 

“I’m not interested in your excuses, Eleven,” he’d said in their last encounter. “The only thing that interests me is loyalty and obedience. And it remains to be seen whether you have either in sufficient measure.”

Cooper stood, stretched and walked across to the window on the opposite side of the waiting room. The sky was bright blue; a few clouds drifted like puffs of smoke above the grey river. A barge carrying shipping containers passed underneath Vauxhall bridge.

He heard a door open behind him.

“Eleven, get in here.”

Control was glaring at him, dressed immaculately in a light-grey herringbone suit.

“Yes, sir.”

Control didn’t waste any time getting down to business. Once they were seated, he pushed a photograph across the desk to Cooper. It showed the body of a young man. His face had been beaten to a pulp, and cuts around his wrists suggested he’d been bound with wire shortly before his death.

“Did he drown?” asked Cooper.

Control looked up in surprise.

“Why do you say that?”

Cooper pointed to the corner of the dead man’s mouth. “Blood-coloured froth in the nostrils or mouth often indicates drowning.” He drew the photograph closer. “A lot of East European fascists wear those jackets and those boots. It’s like a uniform.”

“He might look like a fascist, but he was an Interpol agent,” said Control. “He’d been undercover inside a group of neo-Nazis for eight months when this happened. No forensic evidence, apparently, which may be due to the fact that his body was recovered from the bottom of the Vltava River in Prague. The police say they’re investigating, but the case has been quietly shelved.”

“Some of those far-right groups have infiltrated the police and the military,” said Cooper. “Did the agent gather any information before he was killed that’d indicate who might have done it? Anyone with a grudge, anyone who accused him of being a snitch?”

“It came out of the blue. He was a week away from being extracted and returning to his wife and young daughter. He’d collected a lot of useful intelligence, but without his testimony, there’s nothing that would stand up in court. Interpol needed him. He was going to be their star witness.”

“So they’re back to square one.”

“It gets worse. When Czech police searched the agent’s flat, they found a stash of child pornography. It was almost certainly planted there by the group he’d infiltrated, but it would be enough to suggest to a jury that he wasn’t the whiter-than-white good guy that the prosecution would suggest. So, yes, square one is right.”

“May I ask a question, sir?” He took Control’s impassive stare as permission to continue. “Why does the British government care about European fascists?”

“Usually we don’t,” said Control. He leaned forward, his elbows on the gleaming mahogany desk. “As far as I’m concerned, if all they’re doing is making awful music and tattooing their faces, they can do what the hell they like. But they’re moving into mainstream politics. They’ve seen the success of far-right politicians in Hungary and Poland, and they’re beginning to realise that vast swathes of the populations are tired of business as usual and looking for something different. For the most part, we’d stand back and let that happen. At the end of the day, that’s how democracy works.”

Cooper was silent. He knew that a ‘but’ was coming.

“But in this case, we’re looking at something quite different,” said Control. “It’s a question of scale, Eleven. This particular group is using an extensive Europe-wide drug trafficking business to fund their political campaigns, along with the money they make from prostitution, people-smuggling and fraud. They’ve obtained compromising material on political opponents and are using it to force them out of the political arena. Much of their success is built around the charisma of their leader, a boxer turned businessman called Bedrich Hornik.” He turned to look out the window, considering his words. “There are times, Eleven, when democracy needs a helping hand. This is one of those times. We want you to take out Hornik and set back the group’s political ambitions.” 

“Do you have a cover in mind, sir?”

“What groups like this want more than anything is legitimacy and respectability. They know their core base will support them no matter what they do. But they need to appeal to floating voters in the middle if they’re going to win, voters who share their beliefs but who’d see voting for a far-right party as being beyond the pale. Look at what has happened in France, where the National Front has rebranded itself as a mainstream party. This is where you come in. You’ll deploy as an academic affiliated with a UK university. You’re writing a thesis about the shifting tide of central European politics, and you’re privately in agreement with this group about the threat from immigrants and the importance of preserving traditional cultures. The group will therefore see you as an opportunity to help them justify their programme and repackage their content so that the ordinary man and woman will feel able to vote for them.”

“After what happened with the Interpol agent, the group will be on alert for other undercover operatives.”

“You think we should do the prudent thing and leave it six months or so, do you, Eleven?” said Control, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Perhaps you can go on another surfing holiday with your brother while we wait for things to settle down.”

Cooper smiled to himself. It was a stretch to describe what had happened in Israel and Morocco as a ‘surfing holiday’. How many surfing holidays involved Mossad? But he allowed Control’s dig to pass without comment.

“I’m ready to deploy the moment you give the order, sir.”

“Consider it given. And I don’t want you to labour under the misapprehension that all has been forgiven. I came very close to giving this mission to Number Eight. If she hadn’t been injured, it’d be her boarding the flight to Prague tomorrow morning, not you. Your insubordination in Tel Aviv remains a source of grave concern to me, and if there is any sign on this mission—any sign—that you have not learned the lessons, we will be done.” Control stood to signal their meeting was over. He didn’t offer his hand. “This is your chance to make things right, Eleven. Don’t let me down again.”
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Cooper stopped pedalling and slowed the bike to a gradual stop as he approached the run-down bar in the working-class district of Smichov on the west bank of the Vltava River.

A month had passed since his meeting with Control, and he had little to show for it. He had arrived in Prague the next day and set about building his legend: renting a room, arranging to use the magnificent library at the Charles University, buying an old, rusted bicycle to carry him around the city. He had bolstered his academic credentials by reaching out to professors and PhD students who worked on European politics, particularly the far right, and had read constantly to ensure he was fully up to speed with the so-called intellectual foundations of fascism. Even more crucially, he’d become active on certain message boards hidden from view on the dark web, places where people hid behind cryptic usernames while expressing hatred of foreigners and arguing that Europe should return to its white Christian origins. It was one of those message boards that had led him to this quiet street at three o’clock this afternoon.

Cooper braked, stopped and got off his bike. He looked around. The glittering snow that covered everything gave the street a picture-postcard prettiness, at least at first glance, but Cooper’s eyes couldn’t help alighting on the beer bottles, the smashed windows and the racist graffiti. He didn’t bother locking his bike; little point in a neighbourhood like this.

He could hear the sounds of a group of young men laughing loudly at something, and he turned around to get his bearings. The bar was across the street. It was somewhere no sane foreigner would have ever set foot. The only sign that it was a bar was the broken neon tubing outside the door in the shape of a foaming beer glass. Cooper saw an empty bottle sail out of the open door and land at his feet, smashing into pieces.

He crossed the road and stuck his head through the door. Running alongside the wall on the right was the bar. There was a pool table in the far corner, its green felt faded and torn. A dozen young men were gathered around it. One of them saw Cooper at the doorway and shouted at him. When Cooper didn’t walk away, the same young man started walking towards him, waving his arms and shouting in Czech.

Cooper put his hands up in an attempt to placate him. “Do you speak English?”

The young man grabbed Cooper by the lapels of his green corduroy jacket and dragged him into the bar. He shoved Cooper repeatedly in the direction of the pool table.

“I just wanted to talk to someone,” said Cooper. It was a cliché but true that first impressions counted when you were undercover. It was essential that he come across as harmless and unthreatening, even if that meant taking a punch or two.

He stumbled backwards against one of the other young men, who wheeled around and used the pool cue to jab Cooper in the small of his back.

“I work in a university,” said Cooper slowly and clearly, backing away from the group of young men, his hands raised. “I’m an academic. A professor.” Another young man shoved him. “Profesor, profesor,” he repeated.

“Which university?” said the tallest of the men, pushing his way past the others to where Cooper stood with his back to the wall. His head gleamed with a faint blue where he’d shaved his scalp down to the skin.

“Do you speak English?” asked Cooper. He could smell urine and glanced to one side to see a puddle of liquid on the floor next to him.

“You ask stupid questions for a professor. Which university, I asked you.”

“I’m writing a doctoral thesis at the University of Manchester.”

“About?”

“Political movements in central Europe.”

“How did you find out about this place?”

“I saw it mentioned on a Reddit message board.”

“What do you want here?”

“I want to speak to members of organisations trying to defend traditional values.”

“Is that right?”

“We call them field interviews. Basically, I ask questions, you can reply however you want, and I use the data in my thesis. It’s all totally anonymous.”

“You want to interview us so that you can mock us,” said the tall man. “So you can laugh at the thick-headed Eastern Europeans with your sophisticated university friends.” He turned to one of the other men and said something quickly in Czech. “Maybe we’ll give you something else to take back to Manchester with you. A scar or a broken bone. Maybe we’ll stick this into you.”

He held up an empty beer bottle.

“I’m not here to laugh at anyone,” said Cooper. “I think there’s substance in what your group is saying. I’m supposed to be neutral in what I write, but in my own country I can see the same changes happening, and it’s alarming. People write you off as fascists—I see that happening all the time—that’s why I think that academics need to think very carefully about this subject.”

The young man stepped towards him.

“Keep talking,” he said.

“Disempowerment of traditional communities, a massive influx of outsiders, a dilution of values and a slow but steady erosion of the very identity that a country has had for hundreds and hundreds of years. No wonder people are looking around for a different system. And it’s just a matter of time before it comes to the Czech Republic. You could argue that it’s overdue. There’s Orban in Hungary, the Law and Justice Party in Poland, the People’s Party in Slovakia. Why are those same popular impulses not being given a voice here in Prague?”

The tall man looked at Cooper, his eyes roaming over every inch of Cooper’s face.

“Manchester?” he said finally. “Stone Roses and Oasis. Ronaldo.”

“I’m more of a City supporter,” said Cooper with a grin. “Who’s your team here?”

“Sparta Praha,” said the tall man.

“Maybe I could come to a game.”

“You?”

He said something in Czech to his friends, and they laughed. One of them reached out to feel the lapel of Cooper’s corduroy jacket.

“He said the fans would tear you into pieces and throw you to the wolves,” said the tall man.

“Maybe we just start with a few interviews, then,” said Cooper.

The tall man considered the suggestion. “Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not. Before that, why don’t we see what you’re really made of?”
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It was close to midnight. Cooper calculated that the group must have been drinking for at least eight hours. It was more than evident in the erratic driving of the young man behind the wheel; he accelerated too hard towards the car in front of them and only braked when the man sitting on Cooper’s right shouted something in Czech and slapped the back of the driver’s neck, much to the amusement of the other passengers.

The tall English-speaking one, who’d told Cooper his name was Marius, barked an order in Czech. The laughter stopped. Marius obviously had the same thought as Cooper: there was a real risk they would get pulled over by the police if they continued like this. Cooper had already formulated a plan of action in the event that happened. He’d turn it to his advantage by showing a surly attitude towards the officers, not enough to get arrested but enough to signal to the young men that he was on their side when it came to the authorities.

Cooper wondered if getting stopped would make the group call off whatever they were planning to do that night. He had repeatedly tried to find out what it was, but they had refused to give anything away.

“Come with us,” Marius had said in the bar.

“Where are you going?” asked Cooper, who’d told them his name was Jonathan Lamb.

“You’ll find out soon enough, Johnny Boy,” said Marius. “The price of admission is that you’re not allowed to know anything in advance.”

Their car, a battered, stone-grey Dacia Duster, cleared a busy set of traffic lights and set off at speed down a two-lane highway that curled out of the city. There were five of them in the car; the rest of the young men from the bar followed in a maroon van whose back window was covered with stickers from heavy metal bands. Marius spent most of his time on his phone, either sending messages or engaging in short, one-sided conversations that left Cooper with the strong impression he was someone who gave rather than took orders.

Cooper was jostled to one side as the passenger next to him—a huge, obese, shaven-headed bull of a man—leaned forward to take out a stained canvas bag that had been concealed under his seat. He pulled the bag onto his lap. It was unfastened, and Cooper could see chisels, knives, knuckle dusters and metal pipes inside. He became aware that Marius was watching him in the rear-view mirror to gauge his reaction, and he widened his eyes in astonishment.

He looked up and met Marius’s gaze.

“Where are we going?” he said.

“You said that you’re a football fan,” said Marius. “We’re going to show you how to be a football fan in the Czech Republic.” He grinned. “Choose your weapon. You can have first pick.”

Cooper’s mind processed the options. Should he take a weapon and join in whatever confrontation they were driving towards, risking arrest? Getting involved in violence on day one might win the group’s trust, but in the cold light of day would it seem implausible for an academic to have behaved like that? He had to remember that the Interpol agent had been caught pretending to be a fully paid-up fascist. There was a reason that Control had selected a different cover and legend for Cooper.

“Go on, Johnny Boy, choose a weapon,” insisted Marius.

Cooper sensed a trap. He didn’t believe that Marius really expected him to join in the violence. A real academic would never dream of doing such a thing. The only person who would was an undercover agent desperate to ingratiate himself with the group.

“I’m here to write a thesis,” Cooper said to Marius. “I’m here to understand what you believe and help communicate it to a wider audience. I’m not here to fight anyone.”

Marius glared at him, his breath coming quickly. He said something in Czech, and the huge man seated next to Cooper shoved the bag under his nose.

“I said choose your weapon,” repeated Marius.

“If this is the price of coming along, you’d better drop me off.”

The silence in the car was thick with tension. Cooper wondered if he had made the wrong choice. But Marius threw his head back and roared with laughter.

“I’m joking. Your weapon is your pen, I know this. You write a story afterwards about tonight’s heroic battle. I can guarantee you that it’s going to make history.”

As if on cue, the Dacia swerved hard to the side of the highway and swung off along a heavily wooded road. Cooper watched a service station flash by on one side. Ahead of them was a picnic area, with benches and tables scattered among the trees. At first Cooper thought it was empty, but as they approached, his eyes picked out multiple figures among the trees, standing around in groups.

The car park was already crowded with vehicles. The driver was swinging the Dacia into one of the last remaining spots when a full can of beer hit the windscreen of their car and burst, covering it with foam.

Marius let out a bellow. Before the car had come to a stop, he exploded out of his door and ran across the tarmac towards the man who had thrown it.
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With a huge swing of his right fist, Marius knocked the young man who’d thrown the beer can to the ground and began to stamp on his head. It seemed to serve as a starter’s pistol for the wider fight, because suddenly dozens of young men—and a few women—poured onto the rough scrubland that lay between the car park and a line of spruce trees.

It was hard for Cooper to distinguish one side from the other, but no one else seemed to have any difficulty. The two packs melded into each other in an eruption of violence. Some of them were carrying sticks, others held claw hammers, baseball bats and metal pipes. Cooper could see one man swinging a brick, and another who held what looked like a stocking filled with pool balls or rocks. The noise was deafening, an ecstatic roar of screams and shouts as the two sides went at one another.

Cooper stood by the car, taking it all in. He knew that he would be identified as being a member of Marius’s group if he stayed put. He looked around and began to walk quickly towards the trees, judging that they would provide him with cover and a vantage point from which to watch the unfolding spectacle. He heard the sound of footsteps and turned to see a young man with a bandana covering his mouth and nose sprinting towards him. In his left hand, he held a large rock. Cooper thought quickly. The young man must have assumed Cooper was about to join in the fight and decided to take him out early.

He started to run too. There was no way he would be able to avoid dealing with the young man, but he wanted to do it out of sight. He timed his run so that the young man was just a step or two away as the trees closed around him. The young man flailed through the foliage, crashing through branches that clawed the bandana loose from his face. Cooper stepped quickly to one side, knelt, paused and then tackled his pursuer just above his knees, bringing him to the ground. He picked up the rock the young man had dropped and brought it down on the side of his head, hard enough to knock him out.

Cooper pushed through the trees so that he could watch the mass brawl. Already dozens of figures were lying in the mud, rolling around and groaning. The fighting was messy, uncoordinated, unskilled. Giant haymaker punches were thrown, and combatants fell over as much because of the mud underfoot as the blows they received. But it was also savage. No mercy was shown when an opponent hit the ground. Anyone from the other side who was nearby would pile in, swinging kicks at their victim’s exposed head in an attempt to inflict maximum harm.

Cooper recognised one of the men who had been in the bar. He was the youngest of the group—he couldn’t have been out of his teens—and also the slightest, with a skinny frame and a nervous, keen-to-please smile. He’d removed his glasses for the fight, and Cooper could tell that he was having difficulty seeing everything that was happening around him. He’d lost his battle with a man twice his size and was crawling away through the mud while his opponent aimed kicks at his ribcage. The obese man who had sat next to Cooper in the car saw what was happening, launched himself at the teenager’s attacker and flattened him.

Cooper took several steps out of the trees, helped the teenager to his feet and supported his weight as they took cover behind the trees.

“Do you speak English?” asked Cooper.

“Yes,” groaned the young man, clutching his ribs.

Cooper lifted his T-shirt and gently pressed with his fingers, looking for a break that would require hospitalisation.

“I think you’ll be alright,” he said. “You’re bruised but nothing that won’t heal with a few days’ rest. What’s your name?”

“Pavel,” said the young man. He refocussed on Cooper. “You were in the bar. The professor.”

“Yes, that’s right,” said Cooper. He looked in the direction of the fight and saw the tall figure of Marius at the centre of it all, setting an example by fighting with an extraordinary ferocity.

“Have you been to lots of these before?” asked Cooper.

“This is my first time,” said Pavel. “Like you.” He attempted a weak smile.

“How old are you?”

Pavel narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Old enough.” He tried to pull himself up. “I have to get back to my brothers,” he said.

Cooper could tell that he didn’t really want to go. Sure enough, he got onto one knee and clutched at his midriff, groaning in pain.

“Maybe you should sit out the rest of this one,” said Cooper. “There’ll be plenty more. I’ll tell Marius that you were hurt.”

“He doesn’t like it when people say they couldn’t fight,” said Pavel. “He says that being unconscious is the only acceptable excuse for not fighting.”

“Is Marius in charge?”

“He’s in charge of us. But there are others in charge of him.”

“Like Bedrich Hornik?”

“This is where Hornik built his reputation,” said Pavel, turning to look back at the fight. “He rose from nothing to the top by fighting—the fiercest of them all. He says everyone has to go through this.” He’d convinced himself. He staggered to his feet.

“Shall I tell Marius I found you unconscious?”

Pavel ignored him. With one hand holding his bruised stomach, Pavel tried to run back into the fray, but he didn’t get far. He swung half-heartedly at one of the opposing fans and received in return a flying elbow that cut his eyebrow, releasing a torrent of blood that turned his T-shirt crimson.

By now the fight was coming to an end. Marius and his team had triumphed. They swaggered around the field, singing football anthems, stopping to kick and punch any of the opposing fans who showed signs of consciousness.

From nearby came the wail of sirens. Marius ran to the Dacia and yanked the door open. It was clearly every man for himself.

Cooper ran out and helped Pavel to his feet for a second time.

“The fight’s over,” he said. “Unless you want to battle the cops, but something tells me that wouldn’t be the best idea. Let’s get out of here.”
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Cooper sat across the café table from Pavel, a bundle of paper napkins pressed to the cut above his eye. It had finally stopped bleeding. Pavel wore Cooper’s sweatshirt to hide the bright stain on his T-shirt, but that hadn’t stopped the waitress looking at them suspiciously. Cooper had already slipped her a generous tip. A police car had rolled down the street outside twice in the last ten minutes, looking for anyone who might have been involved in the brawl, and the last thing Cooper wanted to do was deal with the cops and their questions.

“Do you need a doctor?” asked Cooper.

“I’ll be ok,” grunted Pavel.

It was obvious that he felt uncomfortable talking to an outsider, and Cooper suspected that he’d bolt as soon as the police left the area. If Cooper was going to develop his relationship with Pavel as a way of getting useful information about the group—in short, to develop and exploit him as a source—he would have to work fast.

He took a sip of his coffee.

“Your English is really good,” he said. A compliment was a guaranteed way to warm someone up. “Where did you learn?”

“My parents aren’t together anymore, but my father has a bit of money. He made sure I went to good schools until they kicked me out.”

“What did you get kicked out for?”

Pavel shrugged and looked out of the window. He had the same shaved head as every other member of the group, but his large green eyes were alert, intelligent and sensitive. His features were delicate except at the bend where his nose had once been broken.

“I got expelled from school, too,” said Cooper.

In the intelligence world they called it mirroring, copying the person opposite you—in terms of posture, behaviour, history or character—in order to build an unspoken bond.

Pavel looked at him, his eyes narrowed.

“Yeah?” he said sceptically. “What for?”

“I slashed the car tyres of a teacher I didn’t like.”

“Where was he from?”

Pavel wants the teacher to be a foreigner, thought Cooper. He obliged.

“Somewhere in West Africa. Nigeria, I think.”

“How did you get to university, then?” asked Pavel. “How does someone who got kicked out of school become a professor?”

“I’m not really a professor. I’m studying for a PhD. But what happened was that after I got expelled, my mother locked me in my bedroom until I started studying. Like you, my dad wasn’t around, so my mother had to be extra tough. I scraped through my exams and then at university discovered that I actually like books and ideas.”

Pavel shifted in his seat. He looked at Cooper, trying to conceal the fact that he felt a genuine spark of interest in Cooper’s story.

“What did you study at university?”

“History and philosophy.”

“Prague university has a really good history department,” said Pavel, sounding unguarded and enthusiastic for the first time since they’d sat down. “Sometimes they post lectures online, with the recommended reading lists, and…”

Pavel caught himself. Cooper could almost read the thoughts flashing across Pavel’s mind. People will laugh at you if you talk about books. They’ll think you’re soft and weak. Pavel rolled his shoulders and resumed staring out of the window.

“It sounds as though you’ve thought about doing a degree,” said Cooper.

Pavel snorted. “Don’t be an idiot,” he said. “Do I look like a university student to you?”

He lifted the napkins from his head and examined them. The bleeding had stopped. He fumbled in his pocket for his glasses and put them on.

In the same way that Cooper would evaluate an opponent in a fight, studying their physique, posture and movement for signs of weakness, he also analysed the character of the man sat opposite him. He saw a frightened kid trapped in a world he didn’t understand. He saw someone who’d responded to a difficult family life by looking for a tribe he could be part of. He saw someone who hated violence. He saw someone who was too clever to really believe all the racist vitriol that he found himself shouting at football matches.

In other words, he saw someone who could be persuaded to change sides. He saw a source, someone on the inside who could pass him the information he needed to get the job done. It would take time, and Cooper would have to tread carefully.

But it could be done.

“Can I ask you a question?” When Pavel didn’t reply, Cooper ploughed on. “Your group is moving into politics. You control a number of town and city councils across the city, and you’ve now got seven or eight members of the Chamber of Deputies in Parliament. Right?”

“So?”

“So why does your leadership still allow you to get into brawls? Isn’t it bad for your group’s reputation?”

“Bedrich believes that new members need to be tested.”

“A rite of passage? Is that what Bedrich means?”

“It’s more than that.” Pavel hesitated, clearly debating internally how far to go. “There was this guy who tried to join us a few months ago. He drank with us and sang the songs and wore the clothes. But whenever we had a fight, he’d disappear. The first time, he said he was sick. The second time, he said he didn’t get the message. Which can mean only one thing: he was a snitch.”

“What happened to him?”

Pavel puffed out his chest and sneered.

“What do you think? They bought him a first-class ticket home and sent him on his way.”

Pavel looked up and down the street for the police car. He rummaged in his pocket for some coins.

“Coffee’s on me,” said Cooper.

“Thanks,” muttered Pavel. 

“And you can keep the sweatshirt,” said Cooper. “It was too big for me anyway.”

Pavel looked down at him, unsure how to respond to kindness. It wasn’t an everyday experience in his world. He nodded curtly, lifted his coat off the back of his chair and stalked out of the café.
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Cooper had been running for thirty minutes, the last fifteen at a fast pace that saw him overtake a steady stream of recreational joggers on the south bank of the Vltava River. It was still early, and the sun was struggling to rise into a leaden grey sky. He came to a stop and leaned against the low stone wall as he gulped deep mouthfuls of freezing air that burned his lungs. Once he had recovered, he took a mobile phone from the zippered pocket of his running shorts and dialled a number. He waited while the call was rerouted through different time zones and across continents to frustrate anyone who might be trying to listen.

“Global Logistics, how may I direct your call?”

“I’ve got a delivery update.”

“Hold the line, please. I’m putting you through to the duty manager.”

Cooper jumped up and down on the spot. The temperature was bearable if he was running, but standing still for too long was not a good idea.

Control came on the line.

“Status update?”

“Secure. I’m in, sir. I made contact with the group yesterday.”

“Go on.”

Cooper had been instructed to call Control every day to update him on his progress. It amazed him that whenever he called, whether late at night or first thing in the morning, Control made himself available. He didn’t know if that was down to strong leadership or a lack of faith after what had happened in Tel Aviv.

“I visited one of their bars yesterday, deployed my cover as a British academic conducting field research and was invited to accompany them to a brawl with fans of a rival football club.”

“A baptism of fire,” said Control. “I hope you stuck to your cover.”

“Like glue. The man in charge, Marius, tried to encourage me to take part in the fight, but I had the feeling it was a test.”

“Almost certainly. We’ve picked up from a number of SIGINT sources that they’re paranoid about what they call their ‘rat problem’. They’ll be looking very hard at anyone new who comes into their orbit.”

SIGINT—the acronym for signals intelligence, or intelligence collected from intercepting electronic communications—played an increasingly crucial role in modern spying. Group Two technicians worked in collection sites around the world that were so sensitive even Cooper wasn’t allowed to know their location. People shared so much data online that Control could find out a huge amount about a person by studying what they clicked. But Cooper knew with equal certainty that however important SIGINT was, there would always be a role for people like him. A satellite could tell you what your target was doing and saying, but it couldn’t follow them down a dark alleyway and put a bullet in the back of their head.

“They’re convinced there are other rats in addition to the agent they threw into the river,” continued Control. “In fact, we’ve received unconfirmed reports that Bedrich Hornik has taken the pliers to one of his trusted lieutenants, thinking he was a traitor. The man he mutilated is entirely innocent—it didn’t stop Hornik tearing off his ear.”

Cooper looked at the river, frozen at its edges with black ice, and felt a pang of sympathy for the Interpol agent who’d been dragged from its depths. From what he’d seen so far, Interpol had been crazy to deploy a long-term undercover asset into the group, given how chaotic and unstable it was. With every day, the chances would increase that someone would decide that they didn’t like you and without any evidence denounce you as a spy. Cooper wasn’t planning to stick around long enough for that to happen. All he needed was access to the man at the top of the tree: Bedrich Hornik.

“I met a young man called Pavel who I think can be developed into a good source. He doesn’t fit in, and he’s clearly thinking about his life and his options. I’m confident I can get him to open up and tell me about Hornik.”

“How did you find him?”

“He was attacked and injured in the fight. I helped him hide when the police came.”

“I trust he’s not going to turn into a stray dog in need of rescuing. Your mission has one purpose, Eleven—the death of Hornik. We don’t care about some moody teenager who wishes he were living a better life. Is that clear?”

“He’s a rung on a ladder, sir. I’ll use him to climb up to his boss and to his boss until I get to Hornik. Nothing more.”

Cooper felt an unfamiliar pang of conscience. His career in MI6 and the Group had hardened him to the realities of the spying game. Exploitation and manipulation were baked into the profession; if you felt squeamish about using people, this wasn’t the right job for you. But there were moments when Cooper remembered the man he’d once been and didn’t feel entirely happy about the transformation.

Control interrupted his reverie. “You’ll have your hands full without worrying about some kid. I received word yesterday that Interpol are deploying what the Americans call a full-court press. They’re going to throw the kitchen sink at the group. They’re determined to exact revenge for the murder of their agent. We’re talking armed surveillance, tech-ops, dozens of field agents. They’re flooding Prague with personnel. I wouldn’t be surprised if that bar you mentioned isn’t filled with hidden bugs and cameras by the weekend. So watch your step and move quickly. You’ll need to be done before they swoop. Once they start arresting people, the whole thing will be tied up in legal red tape for months. Ultimately, they’ll get nowhere—I’m sure of that. We’ve seen time and time again that demagogues like Hornik thrive on publicity. His group will grow in strength as a result of the arrests, which is why we prefer to do it our way.”

“Understood, sir.”

“And do it quickly. Any progress yet finding out where Hornik is based? That’s one thing we’ve been unable to confirm. Interpol didn’t have any luck, either.”

“I have a plan, sir.”

“I expect you to have more than a plan next time we speak.”

The line went dead.

Cooper put his phone away and started to run back along the river.
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“Johnny Boy,” said Marius, spotting Cooper in the doorway of the same run-down bar where they’d first met. He was standing in the far corner, next to the pool table. “Come and play a game with me. None of these clowns has a clue.”

Although he was already in the middle of a game, Marius began to rack the balls. He grabbed the cue from his opponent and threw it across the room to Cooper, who fumbled it deliberately, letting it clatter to the floor.

Some of the young guys laughed. Marius barked at them in Czech, and they quickly shut up.

“I was hoping I could persuade you to let me interview you for my research,” said Cooper, crossing the room to the pool table.

“That sounds boring. Let’s play instead. The loser buys a round for everyone here. I hope you’ve brought your wallet.”

Cooper looked around. There were fifteen or so young men standing in small groups. All of them had shaved heads, and the majority wore bomber jackets and boots. At least half of them sported black eyes and bruised faces from the fight.

“You sound confident,” said Cooper.

Marius grinned.

“Let’s make it interesting,” Cooper suggested. “Loser buys a round for everyone. But for every ball I pot, I get to ask you a question for my research.”

Marius stared at him, a grin slowly spreading across his face. “I like your style. You’ve got balls. Let’s go.”

Marius won the coin toss and potted the blue number two ball from the break. He grinned at Cooper and walked briskly around the table to line up his next shot, a mid-range orange three that he smashed into the pocket so hard the table seemed to rattle.

“You won’t have any funds left after today, Johnny Boy. Me and the boys are feeling thirsty.”

Marius’s next shot sent the green six rolling slowly towards the far corner, but the ball stopped just millimetres from the pocket. He shook his head in disgust.

Cooper chalked his cue and took an easy shot, potting the orange twelve. “First question. How’d you come to join the group?”

“I spent some time in a juvenile prison, and while I was in there, I met a few of the guys. I was getting hassled by a North African gang. My new friends stepped in and sorted them out. And I’ve never looked back.”

Cooper took out his Dictaphone, pressed record and placed it on the side of the pool table.

“I hope this is okay. Saves me having to make notes.”

Cooper knew it was a provocative thing to do and would almost certainly elicit a strong reaction, but it was also in keeping with his cover as an academic. Just as he had anticipated, Marius swept the Dictaphone to the floor with the end of his cue and stamped on it with the heel of his boot.

“Your turn. Stop wasting time.”

Cooper circled the table a few times, looking for the cleanest shot. He settled on purple twelve. The angle to the pocket was so acute that he needed to barely graze the ball, and even then, it rolled so slowly towards the pocket that he wondered whether it would ever get there. He exhaled loudly when it did, as though he was more surprised by his success than anyone else.

Marius narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Am I getting hustled?”

“Lucky shot.”

The other guys in the bar started to pay attention, gathering around the table. It wasn’t every day that they saw someone walk into their bar and come close to beating Marius, especially someone who looked as unassuming as Cooper.

“Second question. How would you describe your group’s identity? What makes you stand out from the crowd?”

Marius thought for a moment. “We believe in tradition. We believe in a white, Christian Europe. We believe that men should be strong leaders and women should look after the family. We believe that mixing cultures is like mixing chemicals that should be kept separate. Otherwise, things go bang. Your shot, Johnny Boy.”

Cooper had to keep the pressure on. If he allowed Marius another shot, it was possible he’d clean up, and Cooper’s chance to ask questions would be gone. He lined up his cue and slammed green fourteen into the far corner.

He needed to find a way to turn the questions towards Hornik and the group’s leadership. “You said that men should be strong leaders. What are the qualities you think a leader should have?”

“Easy,” said Marius. “Just look at our leader, and there’s your answer.”

Cooper heard a murmur of agreement from the young men crowding the table. He directed his next question towards them.

“Hornik? What makes him special?”

One of them said something in Czech that made the others laugh. Someone responded to that with another comment, and a conversation started. Cooper feigned disinterest, chalking his cue and studying the layout of the balls. He took his time, allowing their conversation to run its course.

“What are you waiting for?” said Marius. “Hurry up and take your shot.”

Cooper could see that Marius was getting annoyed. There was a danger that embarrassing him in front of his men would end up backfiring. Cooper missed his next shot, allowing Marius back to the table, where he potted three balls in a row. His swagger was back.

“You’re better than you look,” Marius said. “But not quite good enough.”

Cooper heard the door open and close. Pavel appeared at the back of the group. A piece of surgical tape held stitches above his eye in place.

Marius missed his shot. Cooper decided to allow himself one last question before throwing the game. He potted the green fourteen.

“Where would you like to see the group in ten years’ time?”

“Running the Czech Republic. By then there will be a movement all across Europe.”

“With Hornik in charge?”

“Definitely. We would be nothing without him.”

“Does he ever come here to play pool with you?”

Some of the men laughed.

“He’s not afraid of places like this,” said Marius.

“I saw rumours online that he lives in a tower in the woods,” said Cooper. It was true that he’d seen someone reference the rumour on a chat forum, not that Cooper took it seriously. But making a statement that was patently untrue was one way to kick-start a conversation about where Hornik really lived. Sure enough, a round of laughter among the young men was followed by a hubbub of conversation in Czech. Cooper caught mentioned of Hornik’s name a few times. He took his time before fluffing the next shot, allowing Marius to clean up and win the game.

Marius threw the cue onto the table with a whoop.

“You gave me a good run for my money, Johnny Boy, and you even got a few answers to your questions. But now it’s time to pay up!”
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Cooper sat in his small rented room, his laptop open in front of him. He removed his shirt. With the end of a needle, he picked at one of the seams running along the bottom of the garment until it opened, exposing a small black box the size of a cigarette lighter. He lifted it carefully out of the seam and pulled a wire until it too came out in its entirety. At its tip was a small microphone the size of a pinhead. When positioned behind one of the buttons, it would be almost impossible to detect. Cooper plugged the box into his laptop to download the audio recorded in the bar.

He stood and stretched. Undercover work was tense, however many times you did it. It never got easy, and the day it felt easy was the day to stop. Cooper had ended up paying about 3000 Czech crowns—over £100—to buy round after round of drinks. In one way, the drunker the men became, the safer he had felt. Half of them wouldn’t be able to remember anything the next day, but they’d instinctively feel positive towards him because of his generosity. But it was also true that the mood had become dangerously unstable with every beer drunk. Cooper had left when they started talking about carrying out what they called a ‘patrol’ of the neighbourhood to look for foreigners. He didn’t want to be there for that.

He checked on the laptop. Another few minutes and the download would be complete.

Cooper’s stunt with the Dictaphone had been classic misdirection. When he’d placed it on the pool table, he knew Marius would smash it to pieces. None of them, especially someone in a leadership position, would consent to being recorded while they answered questions about the group. What they didn’t know was that Cooper had a second recording device concealed on his person, one that was capable of picking up every word spoken in the bar. Seeing the Dictaphone destroyed gave them a false sense of reassurance that they could speak freely. That was a mistake.

The computer beeped to indicate the download had finished. Cooper initiated a transcription programme that reviewed the audio and converted it to a Word text file. Isolating the patches of dialogue in Czech, he ran them through translation software to produce a verbatim transcript of everything the men gathered around the table had said. The whole process took under ten minutes.

Cooper scanned the text, looking for any mention of Hornik. His theory had been that members of the group would happily speak about sensitive topics as long as it was in Czech, since Cooper had shown no signs of speaking the language.

He found the first mention of Hornik at the bottom of the first page. In response to Cooper’s comment, “Hornik? What makes him special?”, one of the men had said, “It’s his talent with the pliers that makes him special,” and another had followed up with, “Bedrich would kill this guy just for speaking his name out loud.”

He read further and soon found what he was looking for. When Cooper had said of Hornik, “So he doesn’t live in a tower in the woods?”, someone in the background had muttered, “I heard it’s more like a castle.” Another man had spoken up to say, “There’s no castles in Velvary, you idiot, he built that place himself.”

Marius had retorted in Czech to tell them both to keep their mouths shut.

Cooper consulted his map. Velvary was a town of 3000 inhabitants about 40 km to the north-west of Prague.

It was a lead, his first. He wasn’t ready yet to go to Velvary and start looking around. He’d be spotted as an outsider in a heartbeat, and Hornik’s men would realise what he was up to. He needed to find out more about Velvary first, and he had an idea about who might be able to help him.
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Cooper sat in the driver’s seat of a battered green 1987 Lada Niva outside the tower block. He’d been spotted by whichever criminal gang controlled this patch of the city, and if Pavel didn’t show up soon, he would have to find somewhere else to wait. Cooper heard a bang as a stone was thrown at the car. It wasn’t the first. It was just a matter of time before one of them shattered the window.

He started the engine and prepared to pull away. As he checked his rear-view mirror, he saw the familiar figure of Pavel jogging towards him. He leaned across and opened the passenger door.

“Friendly neighbourhood you live in,” said Cooper.

Pavel settled into the seat, a black rucksack between his feet.

“People here don’t like outsiders,” he said.

“Fair enough,” said Cooper, easing the car onto the road. “Although after that welcome, I suspect I may not get my deposit back from the rental company.”

“You mean the stones?” said Pavel. He grinned. “It could’ve been a lot worse. There’s a guy from the electricity company who comes to collect overdue bills. Whenever they see his van, kids drop shit from their windows onto it.”

Cooper laughed. He had called Pavel that morning to arrange a coffee. When Pavel said he was busy running errands all day, Cooper offered to drive him around. The temperature had dropped to ten degrees below freezing, and it would be a tough person who picked the pavement over a warm car.

“Where are we going first?” Cooper asked.

“I’ll direct you. It isn’t far. Just keep going straight for a while.”

They drove for a few minutes, the silence only broken by occasional muttered directions from Pavel.

“This is a long way from the Prague that most tourists see,” said Cooper.

“Yeah, there’s lots of problems here. It’s still a poor country. Drugs, crime, violence.” He looked out his window. “Stop here.”

Cooper pulled up next to a long shopfront with glass that was frosted so that passers-by couldn’t see anything inside. The sign above it read ‘Sex Shop and Massage Parlour’. He watched as Pavel disappeared inside, appearing a few minutes later clutching a plastic bag stuffed with what looked like cash. He climbed into the car and put the bag in his black rucksack.

Cooper started the car and pulled away. “Lots of European stag parties?”

“Prague is one of the top destinations for that. They come for the girls, for the cheap beer. Turn left here.”

They drove for another few minutes. Cooper stopped beside a residential house with drawn red curtains in the downstairs window. The front garden was filled with bags of rubbish, cigarette butts and smashed bottles. He watched as Pavel rang a bell. The man who opened the door was thickset and muscular. Once he’d let Pavel in, he glared at Cooper for several seconds before slamming the door shut.

This time Pavel was inside for at least ten minutes. The same man let him out, making sure he stared down Cooper for a second time.

“He’s got a friendly face,” said Cooper.

“It’s important to keep the tourists in line. They get here, they’re already drunk, they’re rude to the girls. Sometimes it’s important to discipline them. That’s what Antonin is for.”

“Do you get much trouble from the police?”

“They want their cut of the profits, that’s all,” said Pavel.

“As long as it still leaves you with enough cash to run the political campaigns. Must be expensive. The advertising, the rallies, the flags and banners. It all costs.”

Pavel grunted. “Nothing comes for free, that’s for sure.”

“You’ve reminded me,” said Cooper, slowing down at a set of traffic lights. “Have a look on the back seat. It’s an old history textbook of mine. You said you were interested in history. I thought you might want it. Otherwise, it’s going in the bin.”

The truth was that Cooper had found the book in a second-hand shop the day before, but there was no way Pavel would be able to find that out. A gift was a good way of cementing their friendship.

“Thank you,” Pavel said, reaching back for the book and rifling through the pages. “I’ve heard of this author.”

The occupants of the car stopped next to them stared at Pavel until he turned to stare back. The shaved head and bandaged eye made him look a lot more threatening than he was in reality. The lights turned green, and Cooper pushed his foot down hard, swerving across to cut the other car off.

Pavel laughed. “You’re crazier than you seem.”

“I didn’t like the way they were looking at you,” said Cooper.

“Everyone looks at me like that.”

Pavel returned to the book, running his finger down the index. 

“Where are we going now?”

“It’s out of the city, this next one,” said Pavel.

It was Cooper’s chance. “It’ll be good to see somewhere outside Prague. One of the guys in the bar last night was telling me about Velvary. Did I pronounce that right? He said he’d been there to see Bedrich Hornik and⁠—”

“Wait, what?” Pavel interrupted. “Which guy said this?”

Cooper shrugged. “I don’t know his name. I could try to describe him, but… he’s got a shaved head and tattoos, if that helps.”

“He shouldn’t be talking about Velvary.”

“He was drunk, I guess. I won’t mention it to anyone.”

Cooper considered his options. He couldn’t ask Pavel a direct question; that would sound far too suspicious. But another more subtle way to elicit information was to make an incorrect statement and allow your target to correct you. Much less obvious than asking the question yourself.

“The guy in the bar said that Hornik has the fanciest house he’d ever seen. Heated swimming pool, tennis court, even a⁠—”

Pavel had heard enough.

“Bullshit. That guy who told you this, he’s obviously never been there. That’s not what it’s like at all.”

“I don’t know, he seemed certain. And senior.”

Pavel laughed. “You need to be better at detecting bullshit. The house isn’t even in Velvary. It’s next to an airfield so that he can get in and out easily. And there’s no heated pool, unless you count a freshwater lake where he goes swimming every morning.”

Cooper laughed. “Alright, alright. It must have been the beer talking.”

He drove up a ramp and pulled onto the highway, allowing himself a brief smile.

He’d got what he needed.
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It hadn’t been difficult to locate Hornik’s house with the information Cooper had gleaned from Pavel and the young men in the bar. A property in the vicinity of Velvary, next to an airfield and encompassing a freshwater lake; put together, those details were more than enough to isolate a cluster of buildings using open-source satellite imagery. Further checks indicated that the property had been purchased three years earlier for 90,000 Czech crowns, just over three million sterling, which would put it out of the reach of the vast majority of locals.

As if that wasn’t enough, Cooper found an old profile of Hornik that revealed his mother had been born in Velvary.

Case closed.

Cooper knelt behind an abandoned wooden storage hut and looked at the perimeter fence, fifty metres away, through the thickening evening gloom. It was a chain-link fence, over twelve feet high and topped with coils of razor wire. Fresh footprints in the snow alongside the fence indicated that there were regular security patrols with dogs. Cooper didn’t have to wait long for one to appear. Two guards in camouflage clothing and rifles slung across their backs emerged from the treeline. One of them lifted a pair of binoculars to scan the landscape for signs of life, while the other let a German shepherd off the leash to run along the base of the fence and sniff for scents that shouldn’t be there.

It wasn’t foolproof, though. There weren’t any cameras, at least not on this patch of the perimeter, and the stone Cooper threw at the fence once the guards had left didn’t appear to trigger a motion sensor.

The temperature dropped rapidly as darkness fell, but Cooper needed to wait for the right moment. This couldn’t be hurried. An hour after the first sighting, he saw the security guards appear once again from the forest, releasing the dog to hunt for unfamiliar scents before disappearing back to whatever warm place they had found to sit out their shift.

Once they’d left, Cooper counted to a hundred and then ran in a low crouch towards the fence. When he was three feet away, he jumped as high off the ground as he could, shoving his gloved fingers through the chain-link for purchase while pressing the soles of his boots against the fence. Snow that had settled along the razor wire dropped to the ground. Pausing a moment to adjust his balance, Cooper began to climb steadily, bent at the waist in a V-shape to keep his feet flat against the fence as though walking upwards.

It was at moments like this that he was grateful for the hours spent on the bouldering wall in a climbing centre near his London flat. Gym work was important, and time spent fine-tuning his grappling and striking skills was never time wasted, but there was nothing for functional strength, agility and balance like climbing.

Cooper got to the top in seconds. He was wearing thick gloves—the thickest he had been able to find. He placed them carefully on the razor wire, took a deep breath and pushed upwards hard so his feet swung over the top of the fence in one smooth motion. He dropped the dozen feet to the snow, landing in a kneeling crouch.

He waited, allowing his breath to steady while he scanned the trees for any sign of life or movement. If a dog was set loose, he’d get advance warning in the form of startled birds, and in the deathly silence he’d hear the crunch of boots on the fresh snow.

All clear.

Apart from the Glock secured at the base of his back, Cooper was unarmed. The gun was mainly for self-defence. He was prepared to take a shot if by chance he came across Hornik, but his expectation was that this would be an opportunity to assess the property and the security and nothing more. If he could get in once, he could come back again with the appropriate weaponry.

He ran towards the dense treeline inside the compound, quickly disappearing from sight. He would be hard to detect if he stayed quiet. The snow would soon cover his footprints. The dogs posed the greatest risk. Colder environments had fewer smells than warm ones, making anything out of place—him, for example—stand out. If the dogs picked up on his presence, he’d hear them barking and have time to make his escape.

He had analysed the satellite images of the compound and so had a good sense of the layout. Keeping his pace slow and calm, he walked through the trees. After about seventy-five metres, he glimpsed a clearing. Several vehicles—mainly jeeps and pickup trucks—were parked around a single-storey wooden structure that had the look of a barracks. The engine of one of the jeeps had been left idling, and he saw two guards sitting in the cabin, smoking cigarettes, while their German shepherd stood in the back.

At each corner of the barracks was a tall metal pole topped with a security camera. Cooper watched them move intermittently, a sign that they were being monitored.

It was hard to believe that Hornik himself lived alongside his men in the barracks, but Cooper hadn’t seen any other buildings in the satellite imagery. Pavel had mentioned a freshwater lake, though, that Hornik used for his morning swims. If Hornik swam alone each morning, the lake could be the perfect place to take him out. Staying inside the treeline, Cooper circled the perimeter of the property until he saw the lake through the trees. It was frozen solid and already thickly carpeted by falling snow. On the far side was a wooden jetty ending with a ladder, and Cooper saw that someone had recently broken up the ice around the base of the ladder to allow entry into the water.

Cooper dropped to a crouch as he neared the lake. It was only as he came within twenty metres of the water that he realised what he was looking at on the far shore. A low, ultra-modern house made from wood, its roof so thickly covered with moss and plants that it was almost invisible to the naked eye. No wonder he hadn’t seen it on the satellite imagery. The window glass was tinted to prevent reflections, and the only sign of life was a single bath towel abandoned on an outdoor deck.

A dog barked; then another joined in the chorus. Someone shouted at them to be quiet, but the dogs continued. Cooper looked around. He was pretty confident that he hadn’t tripped any alarm system, but it was always possible that one of the dogs had caught his scent.

No point waiting to see if he was right.

Cooper couldn’t simply head to the nearest patch of fence, since it was open ground on the other side. He’d get away, but they’d see him running. He needed to stay out of sight the whole time.

He started to run through the trees to the place where he’d previously climbed over. He had to get back to the storage hut, the only form of cover in the immediate vicinity. The barking was getting louder and louder, approaching so quickly that the dogs must have been let off their leads. Cooper heard the sound of shouting too, and the beam of a powerful flashlight zigzagged across the trees above his head.

The fence came into sight. In a single leap, Cooper jumped, landing his feet solidly on the fence while grasping with outstretched fingers for a hold. The fingers of his right hand smashed into the metal links, sending pain shooting down his arm, but his left hand found enough purchase to keep him from falling back. The fence rocked as the first dog got to him, jumping up and snapping at his heels. Cooper didn’t have time to stop and think. He put a foot on the top of the fence and leaped high into the air, the razor wire catching his trouser leg and tearing open a scarlet seam of flesh down his left shin.

Once safely on the snow, he ran as fast as he could, finally diving for cover behind the storage hut. He grabbed his binoculars and rolled over to look back at the fence. The first guards emerged from the forest, their breath clouding the air in front of them. They shone their torches in every direction, looking for an intruder. More guards joined them, clustering around one spot and shining their torches onto the ground. Cooper put a hand to his shin and felt blood. Was that what they had seen? Fresh blood? Or was it his footprint? Blood could have come from an animal; it wasn’t proof of a human intruder. Cooper had seen the tracks of squirrels and foxes in the forest. The guards shone their torches along the coiled razor wire.

He waited until they had given up before leaving. Ultimately there was only one failsafe way to know if his mission had been compromised, and that was to return to the group.

Then he’d find out very quickly if he’d been blown.
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Cooper parked the Lada Niva in a side street near his apartment. It had taken him over an hour to get back to Prague from Hornik’s compound outside Velvary, and he had heard the cathedral bells signalling the arrival of a new day as he drove along empty streets into the city. He was bone-tired and looking forward to a warm bed.

He was halfway to his front door when his instincts told him that something was wrong. If you knew what you were looking for, there were any number of things that would give away the existence of surveillance: sometimes it was the smell of cigarette smoke; at other times it was an expensive car in a poor neighbourhood. On this occasion it was a tradesman’s van parked directly opposite from the front door to Cooper’s building. There was only one reason that a tradesman would leave their vehicle overnight on a street, given how frequently such vehicles were broken into by thieves looking for tools, and that was because they lived there. But Cooper had considered his neighbours and the cars they drove and knew this one didn’t belong there.

He approached his front door, rootling in his pocket for his keys like any other dog-tired person returning home late at night.

“Hey,” he heard someone call out to him. A Canadian accent, male, mid-forties. Someone used to throwing his weight around, he thought. Someone used to being obeyed. “Jonathan—can we have a word?”

Whoever it was, they were using Cooper’s undercover name. He wheeled around, his eyes widened in surprise and confusion, exactly as any normal person would do in such circumstances. A man and a woman were crossing the road towards him. He could tell from the way the man’s coat hung awkwardly that he was carrying a sidearm.

“Who are you?” Cooper asked. “What do you want?”

“Take it easy,” the man said. “We just want a few minutes of your time for a conversation.” He pointed to the door behind Cooper. “Let’s do it inside.”

Cooper took a step backwards and pretended to open the door of his apartment block to get away from them. He fumbled his keys against the lock, finally got the door open and hurried inside. But the man put out a firm hand to stop the door closing, and he and his female colleague followed Cooper into the lobby.

This time it was the woman who spoke.

“Don’t worry, please. You’re not in any trouble.” She smiled warmly at Cooper, holding out her hands to show they were empty. Her accent was Scandinavian, either Swedish or—more likely—Norwegian, Cooper thought. “We don’t want to disturb your neighbours. Please, can we go up to your apartment?”

“Who are you? What do you want?”

The woman reached into her pocket for a small leather wallet. She flipped it open, keeping it low down in case anyone on the street outside could see what was happening. Cooper peered at the picture. Interpol, it read.

He widened his eyes in amazement. “What the hell does Interpol want with me?”

“I promise you’re not in any trouble. It’ll just take a few minutes, and then we’ll get out of your hair.” She smiled again, confident in her ability to win men around. “What do you say?”
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Cooper sat on a chair opposite the woman while the man stood with his back to the door, his arms folded.

“You’ve been out late tonight,” he said. He had a classic law enforcement buzz cut and wore a blue suit and tie underneath his long woollen overcoat. “Where did you go?”

“I get insomnia,” said Cooper. “I like to drive around.”

“I used to drive my son around when he was a baby,” said the woman. “There’s something soothing about the movement of a car. It worked every time—it was the only thing that did.”

Her long coppery-red hair was tied back from her face, and laughter lines creased the corners of her eyes. She hadn’t stopped smiling at Cooper since he let them into his apartment. It looked like they were going to deploy a classic good cop, bad cop routine. Nothing wrong with that; there was a reason the technique was a classic.

“Can I get either of you a drink?” asked Cooper. “Coffee?”

“We’re both fine, thanks,” said the woman. “We should skip to the chase and tell you what this is about. My name is Agent Camilla Andersen, and this is my partner, Don. We both work in the Political Crimes team in Interpol.”

“Political crimes? What does that mean?”

“In some cases, it might mean corruption, fraud, vote-rigging, that sort of thing. But we’re looking at something right now that is a lot more serious than that.”

Don leaned against the door, his eyes never once leaving Cooper’s face. “Are you going to keep on pretending you don’t know what we’re talking about?”

“I can take a guess,” said Cooper. “But I’m a researcher. My interest in Hornik’s group is purely academic. I’m writing a PhD at the University of Manchester on the rise of far-right movements across Europe. I’m here doing field research—interviews, mainly—in support of that. I’m not affiliated with the group in any way.”

“Aren’t researchers supposed to be neutral?” said Don. “I’ve seen some of the stuff you’ve been posting online. It doesn’t look neutral to me. In fact, a little birdy has whispered in my ear that you’ve told some members of the group that you feel sympathetic towards their cause.”

Cooper had to tread carefully. He didn’t yet know exactly what this pair wanted. The last thing he needed was to have an Interpol target on his back, but he couldn’t really believe that a couple of online comments—comments that were very mild compared to the racist bile being spouted all day by genuine fascists—justified two Interpol agents turning up at his door in the middle of the night. It was more likely, he thought, that Don wanted to soften Cooper up and was using threats to do it.

But softening him up for what, that was the question.

“You could get into a lot of trouble,” said Don. “If your university back home finds out that you’re getting too close to the subject of your research, they might just kick you out. And that’d be the end of your career. But there is a way out. Work for us. Be our eyes and ears within the group. Continue doing what you’re doing, continue hanging around with Pavel, continue playing pool with Marius, but then at the end of it all, you come back and tell us all about it.”

So, they wanted him to be their informant. Cooper could see their logic; in many ways it was a clever move. Cooper had secured access to the group but was enough of an outsider that he wouldn’t have any loyalty to them.

“It sounds like you know everything that’s going on already. What do you need me for?”

“Don’t be a smartass,” barked Don.

Camilla kept smiling. “What makes you special, Jonathan, is your brains. That and the fact that the group trusts you.”

“Why can’t you send one of your own agents into the group?”

Don and Camilla glanced at each other.

“That turned out to be a more complicated proposition than any of us expected,” said Camilla.

Don crossed to the window and pretended to check outside for anything suspicious on the street. Cooper wondered whether he’d been friends with the murdered agent and was taking a moment to compose himself.

“So talk to someone else, someone who is actually in the group,” said Cooper. “They’ll be able to tell you far more than I can.”

“They’re all thicker than thieves,” said Camilla. “Most of them grew up together. There’s no chance any of them will talk to us.”

Cooper shook his head. “I’m really sorry, but I can’t help you either. It would be against the ethics of academic research for me to work for you as an informant.”

He stood up to bring the conversation to a close.

Don turned to look at him. He had composed himself. “It’s not that straightforward,” he said. He put his hands in his trouser pockets, pulling back his long woollen overcoat in the process to reveal his sidearm.

Another attempt at intimidation, thought Cooper, identifying the weapon as an older model Sig Sauer. If only he knew.

“There’s a few what-ifs you should consider before you make a final decision. What if the local police saw you driving around with Pavel while he was collecting Hornik’s money? If that money comes from criminal activity—you could find yourself in pretty hot water. We can protect you from that.”

“Have you heard from the Czech police that⁠—”

“I’m just speculating, Jonathan.” Don kept walking towards Cooper, forcing him to back up against the wall. “It wouldn’t be appropriate for me to go into the conversations we’re having with the local authorities. There’s other what-ifs too. What if I’m talking to a member of the group and I drop in your name, by accident? What are they going to think?”

“Why would you do that?”

“Mistakes happen, Jonathan. I could get sloppy.”

“But, but…” Cooper stammered, pretending to buckle under the pressure. “If you did that, they’d think I was a snitch.”

“There is a way that we can guarantee that won’t happen,” said Camilla softly.

“What’s that?”

“Do us a favour—a simple, one-off favour. Then you’re off the hook.”

Cooper exhaled loudly. He recognised the ploy. Just one little favour, that’s all I’m asking for. It was a favourite line of agent-recruiters all over the world. Cooper knew that it never stopped with one little favour. Once they had you on the hook, they never let you go.

His mind raced through the moves he could make. He didn’t want to shut this avenue down too quickly. Was it possible he could use Interpol to get to Hornik? It wasn’t as though he had a bulletproof plan of his own. He had got away from Hornik’s compound, but not without leaving a trace behind. He hadn’t even set eyes on Hornik yet. These two agents could turn out to be a useful source of information.

He decided to take a gamble.

“What kind of favour?”
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Cooper sat in the middle row of St Vitus Cathedral. It was early morning, and the first service of the day was at least an hour away. A priest in black robes glided down the aisle, whistling a familiar melody under his breath. The temperature had been close to freezing outside, and there was no respite from the cold inside the vast church. A dozen or so feet to Cooper’s right, flames flickered through the small, soot-stained window of a coal burner. Cooper blew on his hands. It would take many hundreds of heaters to warm the vaulted ceilings that arched high above him.

He needed to call Control, but he’d already seen at least four members of an Interpol surveillance team that morning and couldn’t afford to have them getting too close. His thick woollen hat pulled down low, he discreetly checked that his AirPod earpieces were in place before kneeling on the cold floor as though to pray. He touched a button on his phone and slid it into his pocket. Somewhere out of sight a choir practised.

Cooper heard the familiar tones of the call being routed and rerouted to ensure that no electronic trace remained. Even if Interpol were intercepting his phone, they wouldn’t be able to listen in to the call with Control. Group Two’s technicians had made sure of that.

“Global Logistics, how may I help?”

“Dispatch, please. My order has been delayed.”

“Who shall I say is calling?”

“Jonathan Lamb.”

“One moment.”

The cathedral was large enough that there were acres of empty pews in which churchgoers could sit, ensuring that Cooper would have privacy for his call. To anyone showing an interest, he would look like any other worshipper taking advantage of the early morning silence to say a prayer or two.

He saw a flicker of movement to his side and looked across to see a cleaner warming her hands by the coal burner. She looked the part, he thought, assessing the possibility that she was part of the surveillance team. If she was, she was too far away to hear anything he would say.

Control’s voice came on the line. “Status update?”

“Green.”

“Make your report, Eleven.”

“I’ve located Hornik’s residence. It’s about forty-five kilometres outside Prague, near a town called Velvary. Security is tight, but not airtight. I managed to get over the fence. He’s got a very modern and secure-looking house next to a freshwater lake where he goes swimming every morning. I haven’t had a look close-up, but there may be an opportunity to do something there.”

“Go on.”

“It’s proving hard to get any solid intel on Hornik. Members of the group just don’t want to talk about him. He seems to go from big political rallies to his compound and nowhere else. I’m guessing you don’t want me to put a bullet in his forehead from two hundred yards while he’s mid-speech, so his compound is looking like the best option.”

Cooper watched the cleaner pick up her mop and bucket and walk down the aisle away from the coal burner.

“When are you going back in?” asked Control.

“I’m going to leave it a day or two. I caught my leg on a fence. There was probably some blood in the snow, and the dogs found it.”

“And in the meantime?”

“I’m going to spend some more time with Pavel. He’s starting to open up to me. I think he wants to leave the group and sees me as a route out.”

There was a loud noise at the back of the cathedral. Cooper turned to see a group of Chinese tourists pouring in through the doors, their necks craning in wonder as they took in the vast Gothic interior.

“A complicating factor has presented itself. I was approached by two Interpol agents last night. A Canadian male, most likely from the Vancouver area, goes by the name Don. And a Scandinavian woman called Camilla Andersen. They want me to be their informant inside Hornik’s group. They’ve put a surveillance team on me today.”

Control muttered in irritation. “I suppose we shouldn’t be too surprised. With the number of personnel Interpol have in Prague, it’s inevitable that you’d come to their attention at some point.” There was silence as Control processed his thoughts. “There’s no way we can call them off. Interpol is one of the leakiest agencies in the world. I could call the director and explain the situation, but you can guarantee that by the end of the day it’d somehow get out. I’m afraid you’re just going to have to navigate a path around them.”

“I understand, sir. There may be opportunities too. I worked with sources and informants for many years. I know what tricks they’ll use, and I know how to turn those same tricks back on them.”

“Explain.”

“When you ask a person a question, you reveal something about your own knowledge—you reveal what you don’t know, as well as what interests you. If they spend time with me, asking lots of questions, they’ll end up giving me a lot of information they intended to keep secret.”

“Your point is well made. But speed is of the essence. The longer this goes on, the greater the likelihood that Interpol will arrest Hornik, and we lose our chance to do what we want to do. We’re reaching crunch time. I need progress—solid progress. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, then, don’t waste any more time. Get out there and make it happen.”

The line went dead.
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The bell rang for the third round. Cooper stepped forward, breathing heavily, his eyes blinking. He used a boxing glove to wipe the sweat from his brow and at that moment felt Marius’s fist sink into his stomach. Cooper doubled over, stepping back and away from his opponent, putting a hand on the ropes to steady himself.

There was laughter from the young men watching.

“Come on, Johnny Boy,” said Marius. “You can do better than that. At least try to put up a fight.”

Cooper had come to the gym looking for Pavel. The moment he set foot inside, he’d realised that Marius was in a bad mood and looking for an opportunity to take it out on someone. Cooper presented an easy target. Marius had started goading him to get into the ring despite Cooper’s protests that he didn’t know how to fight.

Marius stepped towards Cooper, firing a left jab at his jaw. Cooper’s head rocked back. He stole a glance at the clock. They’d agreed on three rounds, which meant that Cooper had to endure another two minutes and thirty-five seconds of Marius’s increasingly hard punches without breaking cover and simply knocking him out. He’d evaluated Marius’s boxing technique in seconds, assessing that he relied on his height, reach and athleticism to dominate his opponents, but that he didn’t have any real sophistication or skill. In a fair fight, Cooper would have finished him off within seconds of the opening bell.

It was at moments like this, he thought, that he really earned his nickname, but being a ‘chameleon’ often required patience and the willingness to endure irritating deprivations like this. 

Marius swung a haymaker with his right fist, and Cooper ducked. It looked as though Marius was going to try to knock him out and wasn’t going to settle for a victory on points. Cooper put up his gloves to protect his head as Marius launched another volley. It was getting increasingly hard to adopt a purely defensive posture, so Cooper had to do something. He stepped forward and to the side and swung two short jabs into Marius’s kidneys. Marius grunted and stepped back, wincing with pain. Once he’d caught his breath, he stepped towards Cooper again, bouncing on his toes, sending a left jab that glanced off Cooper’s temple and then followed up with a right hook that Cooper leaned back to avoid. Marius was evidently frustrated and surprised by how long it was taking to finish off someone who’d never boxed before; he stepped in, lowered his head and swung it like a battering ram into Cooper’s brow, opening up a cut.

Under ninety seconds to go.

Cooper used his forearm to wipe the flow of blood from his eyes. He could see that Marius was flagging and so quickened his footwork, shuffling to the side and away so that Marius was forced to come after him. Cooper felt the ropes at his back. Marius swung a left and then a right, leaving himself wide open to a counterattack that Cooper wished more than anything he could make. He could see the perfect combination in his mind’s eye, a one-two to Marius’s torso that would make the bigger man buckle, followed by an uppercut into his jaw, snapping his head back. But instead, Cooper stepped forward and clung on to a panting Marius, wasting precious seconds as the clock ticked down.

It felt like an eternity but finally the bell rang. Cooper attempted to touch gloves with Marius as a gesture of friendship, but Marius was so annoyed by his failure to knock Cooper out that he climbed down from the ring and stalked off.

Cooper found a bench in the corner of the gym. He made sure to act as though he was out of breath. Pavel came and sat beside him, unlacing Cooper’s gloves. He could barely keep the grin off his face.

“I don’t know how you survived that. But I enjoyed watching it.”

“Let’s get out of here before he wants to go again. Fancy a beer?”

Pavel looked around to check who was watching them. “Where are you parked?” he muttered in a quiet voice.

Cooper had never seen Pavel so on edge before. “Round the corner,” Cooper said. “Along from the grocery store.”

Pavel nodded. “Ten minutes,” he said. “I’ll see you there.”

Cooper stood, swung his bag onto his shoulder and left.
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Cooper knew what he had to do. There was no point trying to force Pavel into saying it. The tension was written so plainly across the young man’s face that it was just a matter of time before it came out. Cooper’s job was to remain patient and ready to receive, nothing more.

They sat across from each other in the upmarket, wood-panelled bar, light jazz tinkling in the background. Everywhere else they’d tried was closed. Pavel’s haircut and clothes had attracted the usual stares as they entered, and a group of young women seated by the door were making loud comments in Czech that seemed to be directed at him. Whereas in the past Pavel had seemed defiant, on this occasion he seemed embarrassed, almost ashamed, as though the air had been let out of him.

“I’m going to have a bruise or two tomorrow,” Cooper said, massaging his jaw.

He stole a glance at Pavel, who stared gloomily out of the window. The fact that he was drinking a milkshake made him seem even younger than his nineteen years. He’s just a kid.

Pavel suddenly turned to look at Cooper.

“I’m going away,” he blurted out, watching intently to see how his words had landed.

Cooper didn’t try to hide his surprise. “Going away? Really?”

“I need a change of scene. I need to be in a… a different environment.”

“Why? What’s happened?”

“They’ve asked me to do something,” Pavel said. “It’s nothing serious, but…”

Cooper let the silence build.

“They want me to let some firecrackers off at an anti-fascist rally.”

“Firecrackers? That seems a bit… childish. Are you sure that’s all it is?”

Pavel breathed deeply. “I don’t know. That’s what they said. Everyone knows they’ve done more serious stuff than that in the past.”

‘More serious stuff’ included beating anti-fascist protesters with iron bars, spraying acid in their faces and throwing a Molotov cocktail through the window of an office being used to organise a student march. Pavel clearly had the same suspicion as Cooper. In this world, events tended to escalate, not the other way around. There was every chance that Pavel would go to pick up the firecrackers and discover that he’d be carrying something a lot more deadly into the middle of the demonstrators.

“Can’t they get someone else to do it?”

“I don’t think they want anyone else to do it. Some of the guys are saying that I don’t fight properly, that I look for opportunities to run away. That I’m a coward.” He hung his head. “The thing is, they’re right.”

“Come on,” said Cooper gently, touching the young man on his forearm. “There’ll always be idiots saying stuff like that. Don’t buy into it—they’re putting you down to make themselves feel better.”

“Hornik says this will be a chance for me to prove that I’ve got what it takes.”

Cooper made sure his face remained impassive and his breathing steady, but inside, his mind was racing. He’d heard members of the group talk about Hornik, but most of it was rumour and speculation. This was the first time that it felt real.

“Hornik? Is he involved in this?”

“He’s involved in everything. The order has come from him.”

“Directly?”

“Yes.”

“As in face-to-face?”

“They took me to see him last night.”

“Are you seeing him again?”

“Tomorrow. The rally’s in the afternoon. I’m supposed to see him before that to pick up the firecrackers.”

Cooper’s mind raced. This was the best—the only—direct lead he’d developed to Hornik. He knew where his compound was located, and he’d proved that he could get over the fence, but it was also possible that it wouldn’t be nearly so easy the next time around. Cooper also didn’t know how often Hornik stayed there. He might divide his time between a dozen or more properties. All this meant that he couldn’t afford for Pavel to run away. Cooper had to persuade him to stay and meet Hornik as planned so Cooper could do what he’d been sent to do.

“There’s no way I’m going to meet him,” said Pavel. He nodded firmly, as though to signal that the decision was made. “I’m done. I’m out of here.”

“I understand.”

“I want… I want what you have.” Pavel had uncorked the bottle, and now it was all going to come pouring out. “I want to study at a university. I want to grow my hair so it looks normal. I want to wear different clothes. I want to walk into a bar like this and not have everyone stare at me.” He looked across at the group of young women. “I didn’t have any choice with the group. I had to join—from the day I was born, everyone was saying that I was going to join. It’s taken me a while to work out what I want, and it’s not that. So I’m going away.”

It was the right decision, and Cooper admired the courage it had taken for Pavel to face up to his feelings. It took guts, especially since the group didn’t appreciate people walking away.

“I’ll grab my stuff from home after this. Can you drive me to the bus station?”

Running away might be the right thing for Pavel, but it was the last thing Cooper needed to happen. He needed Pavel to hold his nerve and meet Hornik the next day as planned. He knew what he had to do: talk Pavel down.

“I admire your courage,” he said. “And I think your instincts are right. If you want to leave the group, you should. But let’s just talk this through rationally first. What I don’t want you to do is burn bridges. You need to be able to come back to Prague to see your mother—right? The last thing you want is to piss Hornik off so much that you can’t show your face around town.”

Pavel’s face fell.

“It could be even worse than that,” said Cooper gently. “If you leave without warning, the group could take out their anger on her. They could make her life miserable. You don’t want that to happen.”

“But I can’t stay a single moment longer,” said Pavel, his voice rising with emotion. “You don’t know what it’s like. I feel as though I was walking around with a blindfold, and now it’s been taken off. If I set off the firecrackers, or whatever they give me, I might get arrested. I might go to prison. My life will be over. I can’t take that risk.”

Pavel was right. But Cooper couldn’t let Pavel and his best interests stand in his way. Control had warned him not to get too attached to the young man sitting opposite him; he’d played the game long enough to anticipate moments like this.

“It depends how you play it,” said Cooper. “If you go to see Hornik and tell him you’re not ready for this, he won’t send you. The last thing he wants is for someone to lose their nerve at the last minute.”

“But—”

“It’ll be embarrassing, I’m not pretending otherwise, but he’ll find someone else, and the spotlight will be off you. That will be the perfect moment for you to slip away.”

Pavel didn’t have the imagination or the strength of character to argue. He put his head in his hands and started to cry.

“Once you’ve done that,” said Cooper reassuringly, “come to Manchester with me. I’ll lend you some money for your ticket. I’ll help find you a room and a job. There’s a great night school where you can catch up on some of the education you’ve missed. And you’ll do it knowing that you made a clean break with Hornik. You didn’t slink out of town like a rat. You left with your head held high. You showed them that you’re not a coward.”

Pavel nodded. He wiped his eyes.

“Okay,” he said. “You’re right. I’ll go to see him and tell him I’m not doing it.”

“Where are you meeting him?”

“I don’t know. They never tell me in advance. I just get a message to be on a certain street corner at a certain time, and then a car pulls up. The first thing they do is take my phone away.”

Cooper nodded. He had plenty of covert tracking devices at his disposal that he could use for a situation like this, and plenty of time to select and deploy the right one.
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“You said it was just one little favour,” Cooper complained to Camilla and Don. “You said you only wanted to know the address of the bar they go to and the gym where they exercise. I’ve told you both of those things. I’ve even drawn floor plans for you. So we’re done—right?”

Cooper was sitting in the back of a dark-blue unmarked Interpol transit van in a car park on the way out of Prague. He’d got home to find a note from Camilla pushed under his door, with an address and a meeting time that barely left him with enough time to change out of his gym gear and into a clean set of clothes.

“This has been so useful for us,” said Camilla. “We really appreciate your cooperation.”

“Is the gym where you got those bruises, Jonathan?” asked Don.

Cooper touched his face. Although he’d dodged the worst of Marius’s wild punches, he’d had to allow a few to land to maintain his cover.

“I did a few rounds light sparring with one of the guys.”

“Not so light, by the looks of it,” said Don. “Whoever he was, he didn’t hold back.”

“Which one was it?” asked Camilla.

“A guy called Marius.”

“He’s the one you said was a kind of lieutenant, is that right?” she asked. “What does he look like?”

“Mid-twenties, shaved head, muscular build.”

Camilla shook her head, turned to Don sitting next to her.

“That could be any one of them.” She furrowed her brow as though deep in thought. “I’ve got an idea,” she said. “Will you look at some pictures for us? Help us put names to faces?”

The phrase ‘the thin end of the wedge’ might have been designed for moments like this, thought Cooper. An agent recruiter always started with an easy question—in this case, the address of the bar and the gym—and slowly built from that point until you found yourself handing over everything you knew. For all of Camilla’s friendly manner, she was every bit as ruthless as her partner.

“I doubt I’ll know most of them, but I’ll have a look if you want,” said Cooper, spotting a chance to turn the tables and get some useful information from the two agents.

Don reached into his bag and pulled out a buff-coloured file. He took out a stack of photographs and handed them to Cooper. He recognised the one on the top immediately.

“This guy was in the car when we drove to the fight,” he said, tapping the photograph. “I never got his name. He had a bag filled with weapons under his seat. Iron pipes, knuckle dusters, that kind of thing.”

“Did you get a feeling about his rank?” asked Camilla.

“Junior to Marius,” said Cooper. “He was taking orders.”

He looked at the next picture. It was the man who had opened the door to Pavel when he was picking up bags of cash, the one who had stared Cooper down. Pavel had said he was called Antonin. “No idea,” he said. “I’ve never seen him before.”

“Give it a minute,” said Don. “Are you sure?”

Cooper studied the picture, a colour shot of Antonin as he sat in the driver’s seat of a high-end, electric-blue BMW. He furrowed his brow as though straining to locate a distant memory.

As he expected, Don read his expression and tried to help. “He’s one of Hornik’s enforcers. I doubt he’d hang out with the other losers playing pool in the bar, but he might have popped in to collect something. He’s also a regular at the gym, as you can probably tell. We think he’s Hendrik’s go-to guy for some of the nastier stuff. They grew up together in one of the rougher neighbourhoods of Prague.”

All useful intelligence, thought Cooper, filing the new details away. If Pavel couldn’t lead him to Hendrik, perhaps Antonin could.

Cooper studied the next photograph. “This one’s Pavel,” he said. There was no point denying that he knew him. “He’s a nice guy. I hope you’re not going to arrest him along with the others.”

The photograph had been taken through a long-lens camera and showed Pavel emerging from a nondescript house with a backpack slung over one shoulder.

Camilla cocked her head. “A nice guy? In what way? Isn’t he the one who collects money from Hornik’s sex shops and brothels? That doesn’t sound so nice.”

“I get the sense that he just does what he’s told. That he’s on the margins. I really wouldn’t worry about him.”

He put the photograph to one side, knowing that his quick dismissal of Pavel as a target of interest was likely to provoke them into saying more.

Sure enough, Don took the photograph of Pavel and put it back on the top of the pile. “Don’t rush, Jonathan. Do you really think Hornik would trust some low-level guy to collect his money?”

Although he didn’t show it, Cooper was genuinely surprised. Were they really suggesting that Pavel was a senior figure within the group? He decided to probe further.

“But he’s so young compared to the others. I really think you’ve got it wrong if you think he’s a senior figure.”

“Senior isn’t the right word,” said Don, glancing briefly at Camilla as though silently asking for permission to disclose something. Cooper saw her give an almost imperceptible nod. “Pavel is Hornik’s son.”

“What?” Cooper’s shock was genuine. “He’s never mentioned that, not once.”

“It was a one-night stand. Hornik plays the family man, and he talks a lot about traditional values, which is why he keeps his relationship to Pavel secret. It’d be embarrassing for someone in his position, saying the things he’s said, to admit he has an illegitimate son. But we think he might be grooming him for a bigger role.”

Cooper’s mind raced. He’d sent Pavel to see Hornik with a message that he wanted to quit the group and leave Prague. Hornik would never accept such a decision from his son, even if he was illegitimate. If Interpol knew that they were related, it was almost certain that members of the group also knew, individuals like Antonin who had grown up with Hornik. It would be humiliating for Hornik to have his son ask for permission to walk away.

Cooper couldn’t allow himself the luxury of regret. This was his job, after all; this was the reason he had been sent to Prague. There was no room in the Group for compassion or sentiment. But Cooper wouldn’t have been human if he didn’t feel a twinge of empathy for the young man he’d sent into the lion’s den. No wonder Pavel had broken down in tears in front of him.

He felt his phone vibrate. He pulled it from his pocket and glanced at the screen. The tracking device had self-activated as Pavel left his apartment. He must have been told that Hornik was ready to see him. It was much earlier than either of them had anticipated.

Cooper had to go.

“Are there any more photos?” he asked, glancing at his watch.

“In a rush?” Don asked.

“I’ve got an appointment at the university.”

“That’s enough for today,” said Camilla. “But if you get the chance, we’d appreciate anything you manage to pick up about Hornik’s whereabouts this weekend.”

Cooper nodded. Was it possible that Interpol was planning to carry out arrests this weekend? If so, he had a vanishingly small window of opportunity in which to act.

“I’ll keep my ears open,” he said, sliding open the van door.

The clock was ticking louder than ever.
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Cooper ran across the car park towards his Lada Niva. He jumped in, gunned the engine and drove quickly to the exit, pulling out aggressively into the stream of rush-hour traffic. It might look odd to the Interpol team that he was in such a hurry to get to an appointment with a university professor, but he couldn’t afford to worry about that now. The only thing he needed to do was find Pavel and Hornik, complete his mission and get out of the city. After that, Don and Camilla could think whatever they liked.

He glanced down to check that his traps remained undisturbed. During his MI6 career, there had been many occasions when search specialists had gone through the vehicle of a source while Cooper sat talking to them less than a hundred feet away. The principle seared into the minds of all handlers was simple: never trust your agent. Always assume your asset is working for the other side, that given half a chance they’ll kill you. Camilla and Don wouldn’t trust Cooper an inch, and they’d take any opportunity to dig into his life for a better understanding of their new agent.

The traps were as he’d left them, which meant that Interpol hadn’t discovered his weapons cache, currently secured in a metal box under his vehicle and accessed through a floor panel.

Cooper stuck his phone to the car dashboard so that he could monitor Pavel’s whereabouts while he was on the move. Cooper was in the south-east quadrant of the city, while the tracker that he’d concealed inside the lining of Pavel’s bomber jacket indicated that the young man was moving towards the north-west. It’d be much quicker to get there on the ring road to bypass the dense inner-city traffic that lay ahead of him. He checked his mirrors and swung the car around.

Three abrupt turns later and Cooper pulled onto the ring road. He was in luck: it looked clear. He moved into the outside lane and kept his foot down while watching for police cars. The tracker had shown Pavel remaining stationary for the last few minutes, but now he was on the move again. Cooper wondered whether he’d been transferred to a second vehicle.

He swung between the lanes to make quick progress, spotting occasional police cameras that recorded his reckless driving but writing them off as unimportant. The last thing on his mind was a court summons or a speeding ticket. He’d be long gone by the time they were issued. Jonathan Lamb could worry about them.

Fifteen minutes of controlled, aggressive driving later, Cooper slowed the Lada and turned off a dual carriageway into what looked like an industrial estate. It had started to snow, and a thick white layer was settling quickly on the frozen ground. A sign pointed the way to a coffee outlet; a group of kids practised tricks on their BMX bikes. Cooper had to be careful. He had tried to avoid exposing his vehicle directly to members of the group, making sure that he always parked it around the corner from the bar or the gym. But he remembered the way that Antonin had stared him down from the doorway of the brothel. He had to assume that someone would recognise him from his ride.

The tracker indicated that Pavel was in the far corner of the industrial park. From a distance of at least a hundred feet, Cooper could see a thickset man in a brown leather jacket smoking at the entrance to a loading bay outside a warehouse. Behind him were the backs of several high-end SUVs. A lookout, thought Cooper. The man glanced down the street, his eyes briefly alighting on Cooper as he swung his Lada around a corner and out of sight. 

Cooper parked. Checking no one was watching, he bent to unlock the Lada’s floor panel, removing a black canvas bag that held his sniper’s rifle. Pulling on a blue baseball cap, he locked the car and walked to a two-storey redbrick building that he hoped would allow him line of sight to Pavel and whomever he was with.

The first door Cooper came to was locked. He circled the building. On turning the corner, he came across a worker in a high-visibility tabard smoking a cigarette and making a phone call. Making the judgement that the man was a low-level employee and so unlikely to challenge a stranger, Cooper nodded curtly and stepped past him and into the building.

The ground floor was filled with wooden crates. A single forklift stood parked at an angle. Cooper crossed to the far side and climbed the stairs to the upper floor.

The corner he wanted was crowded with wooden crates. He tried to move one out of the way, but it was too heavy. He climbed on top of the box nearest to him and worked his way along until he was next to the window. He opened it, adopting a prone position across the boxes. Taking his binoculars from the black canvas bag, he scanned the industrial park, quickly locating a cluster of men.

In the middle was Pavel, even at this distance looking small and scared. Opposite him, looking angry, was Bedrich Hornik, wearing a long and expensive camel-coloured coat.

Cooper took a deep breath. This was his chance. It wouldn’t get better than this. He knew what he had to do.

It took him seconds to assemble the rifle.
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Pavel stood in the middle of a group of men. The trunk of the nearest car was open, and Cooper’s telescopic sight picked out a small rucksack partially hidden under a blanket. The man standing nearest to Pavel was Antonin, Hornik’s go-to heavy, but all eyes were on Hornik as he took the rucksack from the trunk and handed it to Pavel.

Cooper felt his heart quicken, but he kept his breathing smooth and under control. The snow was falling heavily now, obstructing his line of sight, but he judged that a shot was still possible.

Pavel took a step back, refusing the rucksack. He shook his head and lifted his hands, speaking quickly, obviously telling them that this wasn’t something he was prepared to do. Hornik held the rucksack open to show Pavel the contents, as though reassuring him that it only contained simple firecrackers, but it made no difference. Pavel stood his ground.

It was the wind speed that was causing Cooper difficulties. At this distance—he estimated that Hornik was three hundred and forty to three hundred and fifty feet away—a sudden gust of wind could easily carry his bullet astray. And with Pavel standing only a few feet from Hornik, it was a realistic possibility that Cooper would end up killing the teenager. He wasn’t so worried about Antonin or one of the other heavies, but he wanted to save Pavel if at all possible.

Hornik pushed the bag into Pavel’s hands, forcing him to take it, but Pavel simply let it drop to the ground. Hornik slapped him hard on the side of his head. Hornik picked up the rucksack, removed the firecrackers and waved them in Pavel’s face, clearly trying to show him how easy his mission would be. He tried to press them into Pavel’s hands. But Pavel let them fall.

Hornik stood so close to him now that their clouds of icy breath mingled. Pavel tried to back away, but one of Hornik’s men pushed him forwards again. Pavel swivelled one way and then the other, desperately looking for a way out.

Take the shot. Cooper heard Control’s voice as though he were standing over him. Forget about the boy. Forget about everything except your mission. Take the shot, Eleven.

The wind was so strong by now that the flurries of snow flew at a forty-five-degree angle.

Hornik grabbed Pavel by the back of his head and pulled him in so that they were barely millimetres apart. Even at this distance, even through the snow, Cooper could hear Hornik’s rage-filled voice as he screamed at the young man in front of him. Cooper wanted more than anything to take the shot but knew that he couldn’t.

He relaxed his trigger finger.

Hornik pushed Pavel’s head down so that he was bent double and threw him into the open trunk of the car, stuffing the firecrackers into his coat pocket. Antonin slammed the trunk shut.

The vehicles pulled out smoothly in one convoy and disappeared into the snowstorm.
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Cooper wondered whether the tracking device concealed on Pavel had malfunctioned. Firstly, it had led him at breakneck speed out of the city in an easterly direction; then it had disappeared for a period of at least ten minutes before reappearing in a patch of forest that seemed—at least according to Cooper’s map—to be unconnected to any road network.

The snowfall was thickening, and visibility was poor. He pulled the Lada off the highway and followed a narrow street into a village, emerging on the other side in a vast white plain of agricultural fields dotted with pine forests. The snow was settling fast, and Cooper shifted the car into four-wheel-drive mode. He was grateful for its height off the ground, as well as the solidity of its frame. It was uncomfortable, and the heating was inadequate, there was no denying that, but it was every inch as robust as you would expect of a car first built in the 1970s to service the villagers and farmers of the Soviet Union.

Cooper crawled down just over a mile of desolate road, increasingly worried that the tracker had malfunctioned, especially as the road seemed to bend away from where the tracker was telling him Pavel was located. Cooper had no other choice than to gun the engine and swing the car off the road into a field. Might as well go in a straight line.

It wasn’t long before he had good reason to regret his decision. The surface of the field felt slippery under his wheels, and he heard a faraway cracking sound. He looked around, noticing for the first time that the field he’d driven into wasn’t surrounded by a fence like all the other fields he could see. The cracking sound came closer, and the front of his car suddenly plunged forward and downwards as the frozen lake Cooper was on began to break up. Cooper tried to reverse, but the wheels spun helplessly against the ice. He tried to turn the wheel and accelerate back onto the frozen ice, but the car’s forward momentum simply drove it deeper down into the freezing lake.

By this point water was sloshing around Cooper’s ankles. He had no choice. He grabbed his phone, opened his door and jumped out, taking long, quick steps to put as much distance as possible between him and the sinking car. The lake groaned, and his car sank another few inches into its icy grip. Too late he thought of his weapons secured in the box underneath the chassis. The back half of the car was now submerged. Cooper hurried forward through the driving snow, and when he next glanced back, it had disappeared from sight.

Reaching the bank of the lake, Cooper started to jog, pausing every fifty metres to consult the tracking device. He was grateful for the warm clothes he had put on, but nothing short of a snowsuit and snow boots would protect him from this weather for long. He had to find Pavel soon or give up. He knew enough about cold weather conditions to be sure that he wouldn’t be able to endure them for long without the right clothing and equipment.

After another twenty minutes, he reached the edge of a pine forest, by now perfectly carpeted with fresh snow. The cold wind bit into Cooper’s exposed skin.

He heard Pavel before he saw him. In fact, Cooper was less than a dozen feet from Pavel when he heard him, and without the whimpering sounds, he would never have known anyone was there. He’d been dumped beneath a tree, his face beaten to a mushy pulp. One of his eyes was closed, and his nose had been smashed so that it lay flat against his face. Several teeth were missing. The way he clutched his midriff suggested that more than a few of his ribs had been broken.

Cooper knelt to brush the snow away from Pavel’s face and off his jacket.

“Who did this to you?” he asked.

Pavel blinked slowly. He’d been lying here for close to an hour now; hypothermia would be setting in. Cooper thought quickly. He had no vehicle, so the only option was to retrace his steps and head for the last house he’d seen, a farmhouse on the edge of the village. It would be several miles of hard trekking, with Pavel slung across his shoulders.

There was no time to waste on questions. There’d be an opportunity for that later if Pavel survived the night.

Cooper dragged Pavel upright, picked him up in a fireman’s lift and started to walk.


21




Cooper took one last glance at Pavel and pulled the door to the bedroom shut. A fire was blazing in the corner of the room, and the farmer’s wife had heaped as many blankets as she could find on top of Pavel’s shivering figure. Living in the Czech countryside, she explained that she’d seen plenty of cases of hypothermia and frostbite in her time and had assured Cooper that Pavel wasn’t so far gone that he couldn’t be nursed back to health. Together they had poured several bowls of her hot chicken soup down his throat, and colour had already returned to his battered and bruised face.

Cooper took out his phone and checked the signal strength. One bar. He pressed the dial button.

“Global Logistics, how many I help?”

“I have an urgent query about a delivery.”

“Hold the line, transferring you now.”

Cooper looked out the window while the familiar clicks worked their magic, routing and rerouting his call until it was secure from prying ears. Outside, the snow glittered like silver in the darkening night sky.

“Update,” said Control.

“Not good, sir.”

Cooper swiftly set out the events of the last twelve hours, from the missed opportunity at the industrial park to the discovery of a battered and barely alive Pavel in the snow-covered forest.

“So you are currently without either a vehicle or a weapon?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Tell me the bit about not taking the shot again.”

“The wind was too strong, sir, and the snow made it harder. And there were too many other people around.”

“When you say ‘too many people’, you mean members of Hornik’s fascist, far-right, neo-Nazi organisation—correct? Men who’ll tell you the number of Holocaust victims has been exaggerated, that Hitler was Europe’s last great hope? Help me out here—are those the people you were worried about hitting with a stray bullet?”

“I was more worried about Pavel. The young man who has been my source.”

“Didn’t I warn you about exactly this scenario?” Control’s voice was taut with tension and barely suppressed frustration. “Didn’t I tell you that he’s not a puppy that needed rescuing?”

“You did, sir.”

“And you failed to take the shot.”

Although Control never discussed his own career, Cooper had heard the same rumours as everyone else. He knew that Control never asked anyone to do something that he hadn’t done himself. But Cooper had learned the hard way that he was the one who carried the ultimate responsibility for his actions. It wouldn’t be Control who saw Pavel’s head blown apart over and over again in his dreams. It wasn’t Control who would turn to drink or drugs or any of the other ways of numbing pain that countless agents had resorted to over the years. It was Cooper. Only Cooper.

He backed himself. If he had felt it was wrong to take the shot, it was wrong. He wasn’t going to let anyone tell him otherwise. 

“Sir, we are where we are. I didn’t take the shot, and if I had the chance again, I still wouldn’t take the shot.”

Control was quiet.

“I have a request,” Cooper said. “I need weapons. Can you dispatch a quartermaster?”

“Save your breath. Nothing is getting into Prague now. Interpol have been working with the Czech police to sew the place tightly shut. They’re setting up roadblocks around the city and conducting random searches of vehicles to prevent anything getting in or out. You had your chance. You had our target in your sights, and you chose not to pull the trigger. The window of opportunity has closed. You don’t know where Hornik is, and you have no weapons with which to eliminate him. I could pull out all the stops and get weapons to you, but you’d find another reason not to do what I told you to do. The mission is over. You’ve failed. You will travel home tomorrow, and I expect to see you in my office the day after that at nine on the dot. We’ll discuss the cleanest way for you to exit.”

Outside, the snow flew thick and fast. Cooper wondered how he would get out in the morning and back into the city. He had seen a pickup truck parked outside the farmhouse, the keys still in the ignition.

“Eleven?”

Farmers usually kept weapons somewhere, thought Cooper. Even an old twelve-bore shotgun used to shoot rabbits would be better than nothing.

“Damn it, Eleven—can you hear me?”

The answer suddenly came to Cooper. He knew where he could get a weapon at short notice. He knew how to get the job done.

For the first time in his life, Cooper hung up on Control.
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“We came as soon as we could,” said Camilla, settling into the seat opposite Cooper. “You said you had some urgent information to give us. Before we get into that, are you all right? You’re not hurt?”

Cooper shook his head. It was early morning, and they were seated in the small living room in his attic apartment. He’d left the farmhouse a little after three after checking on Pavel one last time, and hiked several miles through snowdrifts up to his waist until he reached the main road. The traffic was sparse at that hour, and Cooper had to walk to a truckers’ café to find someone willing to give him a lift into the city. Once back in his apartment, he’d showered, eaten, changed clothes and called the emergency contact number for the two Interpol agents, watching them arrive soon afterwards in a dark-coloured Mercedes driven by another agent. Seconds after their Mercedes parked, another vehicle pulled in to a parking spot further down the road. They’ve brought reinforcements, thought Cooper. Control was right: the city was crawling with Interpol personnel. They must be on the verge of arrests.

“You asked me to call you if I heard anything about Hornik and his whereabouts this weekend.”

Camilla shifted forward on her seat, anxious to hear what Cooper had to say. Don stood at the window, keeping one eye on Cooper and the other on the street below. He’d removed his long overcoat, revealing the same older model Sig Sauer handgun clipped to his belt that he’d carried previously.

“It’s not exactly about Hornik himself, but I just had a sense he might be connected.”

Camilla nodded encouragingly.

“I was at the bar last night. One of the guys whose picture you showed me, he came over. The heavyset guy.”

“Antonin?” said Don.

“That’s the one. He was asking me loads of questions. He seemed on edge, not exactly nervous, but he kept on looking around.”

“What was he asking you about?” asked Camilla. “Do you think he’s suspicious of you?”

“I thought he would be, especially after what you said about him being Hornik’s enforcer. But of all things, he wanted to know about ferries travelling from Europe to Scottish ports. In particular, he asked about a ferry that runs between Rosyth and Zeebrugge. He wanted to know if they checked passports, what kind of goods they carried, what kind of people took the ferries, that kind of thing.”

Camilla sat back on her chair, looking pensive. “You did the right thing in calling us. What’s your take on it all?”

“I don’t know,” Cooper said. “Is it possible that he’s planning some sort of escape route? Either for himself or for Hornik? But I don’t know why they would be doing that, unless you’re planning to arrest them all soon.”

Cooper chuckled nervously, as though he’d made a bad joke. Camilla and Don exchanged glances.

“Did Antonin mention Hornik by name at all?” asked Don.

“No, he didn’t. I thought about asking about him, but I decided it would look too suspicious.”

“You made the right call. Did Antonin talk about possible timeframes for this ferry trip?”

Cooper furrowed his brow. “Not exactly, but he did ask whether the ferries still cross in rough weather.”

“Suggesting it would be a winter trip,” said Don. He shot another glance at Camilla. “Whatever it is, it’s going to happen soon.” The concern was plain to see on his face. “This is worrying.”

She nodded.

“I had another idea,” said Cooper. “I thought that if I saw Antonin again, I could offer to help him. It would be a way of finding out his plans. I’ve thought it all through. I could tell him I’ve got a cousin who works on the ferries from the UK side and can help someone get through undetected.”

Camilla looked hard at Cooper. “Have you really thought it through? Doing something like that would be dangerous. Antonin is not a person to mess around with.”

“It would just be a conversation with him. I could ask when he wanted to travel, how many of them there would be. Then I could come right back and tell you, and that’d be the end of my involvement.”

“Would that even be possible?” said Don, looking at Camilla. “We’d need to find a way of getting Jonathan here in front of Antonin in the next few hours.”

“Call the ops room,” she told him. “See what pattern-of-life data we’ve got for him.”

Don pulled out his mobile and punched in a number. “Get me the ops room,” he said.

“You’ve done really well bringing this to us,” said Camilla.

Cooper smiled gratefully but inwardly tuned out her voice so that he could listen to Don’s call.

“What information have we got about the daily routine of Antonin Bartos?” Don pulled out a notepad and jotted down details as he listened. “What’s his address?”

He snapped his phone shut.

“I think we can do something,” he said. “Antonin lives a few streets away from the gym and drives there most mornings for an early workout.” He glanced at his watch. “According to his routine, he should be heading there in the next hour. If you went to the gym now, Jonathan, there’s a fair chance that you’d bump into him. You could make your offer about your cousin and see what he says. Of course, we wouldn’t go through with any of it. But it might tell us whether he or Hornik or any other members of the group’s senior leadership are planning to make a move.”

“Can I have a look at Antonin’s address?”

Don frowned, puzzled at the request, but handed him the notebook nonetheless. Cooper glanced at the scribbled lines, memorising them in an instant.

“Thanks,” he said, holding the notebook out to return it. Don reached for it, but at the last instant Cooper dropped the notepad and instead grabbed Don’s wrist, yanking him forward and down in one sharp movement. Don was taken completely by surprise and fell to his knees on the floor. By the time he realised what had happened, Cooper had slipped the Sig Sauer from his waist holster and was pointing it at the two agents.

Camilla stared at him. “What the hell are you doing?”

Don stood. He took a step towards Cooper.

“Don’t make a second mistake,” said Cooper. “I don’t want to hurt either of you, but I will if you make me. Put your hands behind your neck and kneel down.”

But Don couldn’t accept that he had been both tricked and overpowered by someone he had underestimated so catastrophically. It was too much for his ego to bear. He launched himself forward in a dive aimed at Cooper’s waist, but Cooper saw it coming at stepped to one side, bringing the Sig handle down in a chopping motion on the side of Don’s head. Don groaned, blood pooling on the wooden floorboards under his head.

“Don’t even think about it,” Cooper said to Camilla quickly.

“I won’t.” She smiled at him. “So you’ve been playing us this whole time.”

Cooper took a pair of plastic handcuffs from his pocket and threw them to her.

“Check he’s okay and put these on him.”

“Are you working for Hornik?” she asked. “Is that what this is about? Has he persuaded you to join his side?”

Cooper kept silent. He gestured with the gun towards Don’s prone figure. Camilla approached and knelt beside him, checking his pulse. Having confirmed he was alive and breathing, she secured his hands with the cuffs.

“Turn him over and drag him to the wall.”

“He’s too heavy,” said Camilla.

“Don’t give me any of that bullshit. I bet you bench as much as he does.”

She grinned at him and did as instructed.

“Turn around,” he told her.

Once her wrists were secure, he used additional cuffs to secure them both to a water pipe running along the bottom of the wall. He took out a roll of tape and covered their mouths. Finally, he searched them both, as well as Camilla’s bag, taking with him their handguns, spare ammunition, mobile phones and notebooks.

Camilla’s eyes never once left him.

Cooper left the building by a back entrance to avoid being seen by their Interpol colleagues.
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Cooper pulled his hood down low to obscure his face and walked down the street where the gym was located. Don had been very specific in the words he used. Antonin drives there most mornings for an early workout. Cooper remembered being shown the Interpol surveillance photograph of Antonin behind the wheel of a high-end, electric-blue BMW. There was no guarantee that Antonin always used that vehicle, but he was clearly a creature of habit if he worked out every morning. It was at least a possibility that he always drove the same car.

Cooper came to the end of the street. The car was nowhere to be seen. He had memorised a map of the area and knew the shortest route to the street where Antonin lived. He set off at a jog, with his hood up, looking like any other young man in a hurry. It didn’t take him long to get to Antonin’s street. He saw the car immediately, its vibrant colour standing out in a sea of grey and black vehicles.

Cooper considered his options. There are ways to defeat car alarms, he knew, but with an expensive, modern car you couldn’t simply slide a coat hanger down the gap between the door and the window. Those days were long gone. He’d need equipment to do it quickly and silently, equipment he didn’t have.

There was no option but to switch to Plan B.

He took up position further down the road in a concrete, Communist-era bus stop. The phone in his pocket buzzed. It was Camilla’s mobile. All ok in there? The message must have been sent to Camilla from the team who’d accompanied her and Don to Cooper’s apartment. He checked his watch; they’d have expected their two colleagues to be finished with their meeting by now. He had to hold them off for as long as possible. He tapped out a reply. All good. Unexpected development. Need more time with him.

When he looked up, he saw a bulky figure wearing a quilted jacket and a black beanie walking down the road in the direction of the blue BMW. Cooper couldn’t see the man’s face, but his build and confident swagger matched that of Antonin. Cooper put the phone away and crossed the road.

As Antonin neared the car, he reached for his keys and pressed the fob, triggering the car to beep loudly in response. It was early enough in the morning that he didn’t stop to consider that there might be any threat to him in the vicinity. As Cooper came within ten metres of him, he barely looked up, immediately writing off the slim, hunched figure in the hoodie striding towards him. He even yawned and shook his head, trying to clear the sleep before he hit the gym for a morning workout.

Cooper jabbed Don’s Sig Sauer into Antonin’s back. The big man stiffened, recognising the gun for what it was but wanting to get a better look of his assailant. He said something in Czech.

“Get in the car,” Cooper said.

Antonin kept trying to turn around to see who it was, so Cooper pushed the gun harder.

“Get in.”

Antonin got into the driver’s seat. Cooper climbed into the passenger seat directly behind him.

“Start the engine.”

Antonin did as he was told, adjusting the rear-view mirror to get a better view of Cooper.

“Drive.”

“I remember you,” Antonin said, looking both surprised and amused. “You were with Pavel. The college professor.” He shook his head. “You are crazy, doing this.”

“Shut up and drive.”

Antonin started the engine and pulled out, driving quickly to the end of the street. Cooper felt a phone buzz in his pocket. It was Camilla’s phone again. Can I call? We need to talk. There was a limit to how long Cooper could keep Interpol at bay. Before long they’d realise he’d incapacitated two of their agents and come after him. Gimme ten minutes, he typed. I’ll call you.

“Maybe you’ve confused me with an Uber driver,” said Antonin. “You think that you give me directions and I take you there? Where are we going, anyway?”

“To your boss.”

“Bedrich?” Antonin laughed. “Are you serious?”

Cooper realised that he had to show Antonin just how serious he was. They’d paused at traffic lights. Cooper slipped a penknife from his pocket and unfolded the blade. He held it to Antonin’s eye, turning the blade so it glinted before pressing it to the soft skin underneath, just hard enough to draw blood. At the same time, he pressed the Sig into the soft spot just above Antonin’s kidney.

Antonin pushed his head back against the seat in an effort to twist away, but there was nowhere to go.

“I’m serious,” Cooper said. “Drive me to Bedrich.”

“He’ll have security with him,” said Antonin, pulling forward as the light turned green. “You don’t just turn up and walk into his house. There are guards and cameras and dogs.”

“Let me worry about that,” said Cooper. “You just concentrate on the driving.”
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The tyres of Antonin’s electric-blue Mercedes crunched across fresh snow as they approached Hornik’s compound outside Velvary.

“So it was you—the intruder.” Antonin eyed him in the rear-view mirror, still amused by the fact that Cooper had asked to be driven into Hornik’s heavily protected compound. “The dogs can tell the difference between animal blood and human blood, so we knew that someone got in over the fence. But no one suspected it was you. The last rat we found thought he was a tough guy until we showed him that he wasn’t. Did you know him? He cried out until the end for his wife, for his kids, for his mother. We drowned him in the river like any other rat. Marius said that he thought there was something strange about you after you sparred in the gym, but everyone else just laughed at the idea. We thought he was embarrassed about the fight. You just don’t look tough. That’s why they chose you?”

Cooper evaluated the security awaiting them. The fact that there were three armed guards standing around was concerning, but Cooper picked out other salient details as well: the dozens of cigarette butts stamped into the snow; the half-empty bottle of Slivovitz, a traditional Czech plum brandy; and the pile of discarded blankets, suggesting that this was the end of the night shift, tired and groggy and ready to get home to bed. In other words, Cooper fancied his chances in a gunfight against these three if it came to that.

“Tell me how we do this,” he said to Antonin.

“How we do what?”

“How you get me in to see Hornik.”

Antonin laughed. “You want me to tell you how to get in?”

“You seem very relaxed. Is that because you’re confident that at some point either you or one of your men or even Hornik himself will deal with me? You still don’t think I’m a threat, do you? So let’s see if you’re right. It would be a crying shame if you allowed one of these guards to have the pleasure of killing me, right? Why not do it yourself? Or even better, take me to Hornik and let him kill me.”

Antonin’s expression confirmed there was an element of truth in what Cooper had said.

“He has to behave well these days,” he said, “because of his public profile. You’re right, though. Bedrich enjoys nothing more than the opportunity to go back in time to when he was a young man, roll up his sleeves and get blood on his knuckles.”

“It sounds like we’re in agreement,” said Cooper. “As a sweetener,” he added, “let me make it very clear that if these guards open fire, my first bullet goes into your spine.”

Antonin stopped smiling.

“The guards will do as I say,” he said. “We just drive up, and I’ll tell them you have a meeting with Hornik. But you should sit next to me, not in the back. The only person who sits in the back is Bedrich.”

Keeping the gun pressed against Antonin’s neck, Cooper climbed through into the front seat. He got out his phone and checked his signal. He found a translation app, selected the ‘conversation’ setting and placed the mobile in the cup holder between him and Antonin so that the screen was visible.

“This will give me a live translation of everything you say in Czech. If I see anything that suggests you’re telling them what’s really going on, I’ll kill you and then anyone else. Is that clear?”

“Those apps are not always accurate,” Antonin said, a worried look crossing his face.

“You’d better pray that today’s a good day. Drive.”
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Antonin’s BMW pulled up to the gate. He raised a hand to the guards and pointed at the gate, indicating that they should open it immediately. The guard in charge held up a hand in return but ducked his head and squinted to look through the windscreen at Cooper, clearly puzzled by a face he didn’t recognise. He walked around the car to Antonin’s window.

Antonin lowered it several inches. Even that was enough to flood the car with ice-cold air. The guard gestured brusquely with his chin towards Cooper and spoke rapidly in Czech, loud enough for Cooper’s phone to pick it up.

Who is your friend? I don’t recognise him.

Antonin glanced at Cooper and then refocussed on the guard, barking his response so that it sounded like an order.

Someone I want the boss to meet. Open the gate.

Cooper tightened his grip on the Sig Sauer concealed beneath his jacket. His first shot would take out the guard; his second would incapacitate Antonin. After that it would get messy. The two other guards carried weapons slung across their backs, and Cooper was confident that he could put them down before they knew what was happening. But the gunshots would bring additional men from the low barracks-style building, and Hornik would have enough time to get away.

One of the Interpol phones in Cooper’s pocket vibrated to indicate an incoming message.

Jonathan, it’s Camilla. I’m impressed. Not many people manage to pull the wool over my eyes.

The guard at the car window was unsure what to do. He was torn between wanting to know who Cooper was and fearing Antonin, who was clearly his superior. He peered through the gap in the window to study Cooper, taking in the hoodie, the glasses, the unassuming manner. Most visitors to the compound were skinheads or businessmen looking to jump on Hornik’s bandwagon, but Cooper knew he didn’t look like either.

The guard stood and shouted something inaudible to his colleagues. As the gates swung open, Cooper’s mobile vibrated again with another message from Camilla.

Keep looking behind you. I’ll see you very soon.

The BMW rolled into Hornik’s compound, and the gates swung shut behind them.
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Antonin pulled up outside the low wooden building, switched the engine off and turned to Cooper.

“Now what?”

“Tell me again what you did to the other rat.”

Antonin grinned. “You mean the one we threw in the river?”

“That one.”

“We had some fun with him. We smashed every bone in his⁠—”

Cooper slid his knife into Antonin’s neck, severing the carotid artery, and pushed his head downwards so the blood spurted onto the floor of the car. He wiped the blade on the dead man’s jacket and put it back in his pocket. Although he had never met the Interpol undercover agent, Cooper felt a kinship with him that he wanted to honour.

This was the least he could do.

He looked around. Up close, it seemed obvious that the low wooden building was used as guard accommodation and storage, nothing more. There were no bars on the windows, and the front door looked flimsy enough that a stiff kick would have taken it down. If Hornik was here, in the compound, he was in the lakeside house.

Cooper considered his options. On his side was the element of surprise, but stacked against him was a small army of guards, overwhelming firepower and a target with a fearsome reputation for violence. He also had to factor in Interpol. They would assume Cooper was working for Hornik and had tipped him off about possible arrests, meaning only one thing: they had to swoop immediately before Hornik managed to flee.

Cooper looked in the rear-view mirror at the guards still clustered around the main gate. The one who’d spoken to Antonin was casting glances at the car, clearly uneasy about having allowed a total stranger into the compound without showing any identification. Cooper watched him lift a radio to his mouth and speak.

Time to move.

Cooper opened his window and got out of the BMW. He leaned back in so that it would look like he was speaking to Antonin, and pointed towards the lake like someone receiving directions. Cooper reached in as though to shake hands and then stepped away from the car and started walking. He kept his hands in his pockets and his pace calm and steady, even when he saw out of the corner of his eye the guard leaving his post to approach Antonin’s car. The man was hesitant, as if reluctant to question his superior when the instructions had been so clear. But he kept on walking.

Cooper was grateful for the snow that had thickened the evergreen pine forest that lay just a few steps ahead of him. In ordinary times, he would have remained visible as he walked through it in the direction of the lake, but the overnight snowfall meant that in a matter of seconds he would disappear from sight. He quickened his pace, in his head counting down to the point when he knew the guard would reach the car and discover Antonin’s body.

It came quicker than he expected, a sudden roar that tore the stillness open.
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Cooper broke into a sprint. He had a head start and was a fast runner, he wasn’t worried that the guards would catch him, and the trees would make a clean shot impossible. The greatest risk was that any security personnel stationed at Hornik’s lakeside house would be put on alert. He heard shouts, the thick snow muffled the noise and made it difficult to identify where they came from, but Cooper was fairly sure that some came from the direction he was running in. They wouldn’t have had time to find out the nature of the threat, though, so their response would likely be panicked, chaotic and uncoordinated. Sure enough, as Cooper burst through the trees towards the lakeside house, he saw a man fumbling with his rifle, its strap caught in a tangle at his shoulder. Cooper lifted the Sig as he ran and fired once, drilling a hole in the man’s chest that sent him toppling back against the house. A second man appeared in the doorway, saw his colleague fall and tried to pull back for cover. Cooper was ready. His first shot hit the door frame, splintering the wood, but the second found its mark, tearing a hole in the man’s throat.

A third man appeared. He made no attempt to fire at Cooper, concentrating solely on closing the metal door to prevent him entering the building. But his dead colleague’s foot was in the way, and his repeated attempts to slam the door shut were unsuccessful. He stopped what he was doing to drag the prone figure to the side, but by the time he’d done it, Cooper was on him, firing a single shot into the centre of his forehead.

Three men down.

Cooper turned to look at the forest, its smooth whiteness disturbed by the armed guards running towards him. He swung the heavy door shut, hearing the ching of bullets as they crashed into the metal. He turned to look down a dimly lit corridor. On his right, a door stood open. He stepped in, over a pair of boots belonging to one of the dead men, seeing a TV paused in the middle of a film. A table was crowded with assorted mugs and bottles, and on the wall was a large screen filled with thumbnail images from security cameras positioned around the compound. If this was the guards’ room, Cooper thought, there was a good chance he’d taken them all out.

He continued down the corridor, straining his ears for any sign of life. His footsteps fell silently on the carpeted floor. The next room was a state-of-the-art gym, with the very latest in weight machines, and a heavy bag hanging from a metal hook in the ceiling. It was followed by a sauna fitted with a ceiling-to-floor glass window that looked out over the frozen lake. Cooper continued, increasing his pace as bullets thudded behind him into the metal door. He didn’t know if there was another way into the house, but he had to assume he didn’t have long.

He stepped into the living room. Running along the right side was the tinted window he’d previously seen from outside. It gave him a panoramic view of the frozen lake and, beyond it, the snowy forest.

Cooper didn’t know where Hornik had been hiding, but even before the first blow landed, he knew that he’d missed him. He felt the kick in the small of his back, delivered with enough force to send him sprawling to the floor. Cooper managed to keep his grip on the Sig and turned quickly with his arms extended to take the shot. But Hornik was ready for him. The baseball bat he swung connected perfectly with Cooper’s hands, fracturing three knuckles and sending the gun clattering across the wooden floor into a corner. The second swing was a vicious downward chop aimed at Cooper’s left knee. He was able to block it with the sole of his boot, but the force of the blow sent painful shockwaves up to his hip and back.

Hornik paused to consider his next move, evidently relishing the opportunity to get his hands dirty. It was the first time Cooper had seen him up close. He wore a white vest that strained to hold a powerful and most likely steroid-fuelled physique. Tattoos covered his shoulders and both arms. The shaven head of his early days had been replaced by a neat haircut, perhaps to make him look respectable for the cameras, but the feral gleam in his eye revealed the savagery just beneath the surface. Cooper used his feet to slide backwards, away from Hornik.

Hornik lifted the bat and advanced, swinging for Cooper’s torso. Cooper rolled away to the side as the bat splintered into the floor. He scrambled to his feet. The bat sailed past his head, missing by inches, and Cooper slid a heavy armchair between them, looking for something he could use to defend himself. Hornik swung the bat again. Cooper ducked, and as the bat passed over his head, he launched himself towards Hornik, delivering a swinging elbow that flattened the cartilage of Hornik’s nose and released a sudden torrent of blood. The big man wheeled around, dropping the bat and grasping for Cooper with outstretched hands.

But Cooper was too fast. At close quarters, combat was a question of speed and skill, and in these Cooper was Hornik’s superior. A flurry of blows to Hornik’s eyes and throat made the big man step back, his hands reaching up to protect himself, and Cooper exploited this with a hard swinging knee that cracked several of Hornik’s ribs.

The two men stood facing each other, Hornik swaying from side to side as he gulped air.

Both men turned towards the window, hearing the same sound: sirens.

Interpol was coming.

There was a heavy thump-thump sound, and the trees at the edge of the forest bent as a helicopter came into view.

Hornik wiped the blood from his eyes and reached for the bat. He swung it again, wildly, but the blood on his hands made it slippery, and the bat flew from his grasp and hit the window looking out over the lake, smashing the glass. Cold air and noise flooded the room, and the snow flurried around the two men. Hornik turned to stare at the helicopter. Cooper quickly stepped back and pressed himself against the wall so that he couldn’t be seen. As much as he wanted to kill Hornik, he couldn’t afford for it to be witnessed by a helicopter full of Interpol agents. Hornik realised what was happening. Standing in the middle of the room, he turned to look at Cooper, a grin spreading across his face.

“You’ve lost,” he shouted to Cooper over the noise of the helicopter. “They’ll arrest me, but in a month, I’ll be out, with twice the number of supporters.”

Cooper looked around for something, for anything he could use as a weapon to finish Hornik. The Sig was in the far corner, meaning that he’d have to cross the room to get it. Hornik saw his desperation and laughed.

Cooper’s eyes fell on a long, camel-coloured cashmere coat slung over the back of chair. It looked familiar; it was the coat Hornik had worn in his argument with Pavel. Cooper dug his hands into the pockets and found the bundle of firecrackers he was looking for, the same ones he’d watched Hornik dangle in front of Pavel.

Hornik watched, the expression on his face slowly turning from amusement to horror as he realised what Cooper was thinking. He looked back at the helicopter, its whirring blades whipping up snow flurries that skated across the frozen lake. Cooper picked up a crystal cigarette lighter from the desk. He lit the firecrackers, counted to three and threw them through the air towards Hornik. In the confusion and chaos, they sounded close enough to gunfire to trigger a response from the agents on board the helicopter. Hornik opened his mouth to bellow at Cooper, but the sound was drowned out by the volley of bullets that thudded into his body.
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Control stared at Cooper. “Are you absolutely sure Interpol didn’t connect you to Hornik’s death?”

“As sure as I can be. They didn’t see me in the compound at any point, and I was able to get out of the house and away through the woods before they could seal the perimeter. If they interviewed any of Hornik’s guards, they’ll know there was an armed intruder, but Hornik had lots of enemies. They’d struggle to connect that to me.”

“Other than what you did to two of their agents. They’ll know you weren’t what you said you were. There’s also the matter of Hornik’s dead guards. It will have looked like a massacre in there.”

“At the end of the day, sir, it was an Interpol bullet that killed him. There’s no reason for them to look for anyone else. To be on the safe side, though, we should consider the Jonathan Lamb alias to be well and truly burned.”

“And the young man?” asked Control. “What’s his status?”

“I don’t know.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“I left Pavel alive. It’s up to him what to do next. He’s got an opportunity now that Hornik has gone to restart his life elsewhere. But that’s a decision for him to take on his own. There’s no point me getting involved in that.” He paused. “I know that I’ve given you reason to question my obedience in recent months. But I’m back and focussed and ready to follow orders.”

Cooper looked out over the Sicilian hills towards the Mediterranean. He’d left Prague immediately and driven for twenty-three hours without stopping to Palermo, leaving his car parked behind the cathedral and hiking into the hills until he came to the small stone farmhouse he’d bought several years earlier. No one knew about it, not even Control.

“Don’t think for a second that I’ve turned soft,” he added. “Pavel’s on his own.”

Control chuckled down the line.

“I’m not sure I believe that.”

“I used him to get what I needed and that’s it. End of story.”

“We’ll see. What’s your physical status?”

“Three cracked knuckles, but apart from that, I’m ready to go. Do you want me to come back in?”

“No time for that. I just have two questions for you. Firstly, could you get to Munich by this evening?”

“If I leave right now, yes. The second question?”

“What would you need to pass yourself off as an international jeweller?”
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Pavel approached his apartment block and shifted his backpack laden down with books. He saw a few members of the gang that controlled the neighbourhood hanging out by the lift and decided to take the stairs. He didn’t want any more trouble. He’d had a lifetime of it, or at least that was what it felt like. First the beating, then the hypothermia, then the recovery that had seen him spend several weeks in hospital.

When he was discharged, the world felt different. It wasn’t just that Hornik’s group had been dismantled by Interpol, or that Marius was in prison on extortion charges. It was that the cold snap had ended, and spring seemed just around the corner. Pavel had thrown away his clippers and let his hair grow to a normal length. One morning he woke up, doused his bomber jacket and boots in lighter fuel and burned them in an oil drum.

Pavel passed the fifth floor, breathing heavily from the exertion of climbing the stairs. He was determined to get back to full strength, though, and gripped the metal banister, forcing himself onwards and upwards.

The books weighing him down were from Charles University’s second-hand store, and he had resolved to read them over the coming weeks before he started to apply for universities. If he was sure of anything, it was that he wanted to study, and he wanted to travel. At the back of his mind, he worried that Hornik’s group would re-form around a new figure, that one day someone would knock at his door, insisting that he come to a meeting and hear what the new man had to say. He wanted to get as far away as he could before that happened. It wouldn’t be easy, given how much it cost to study these days, but he was prepared to work every hour to make it happen.

He came to his floor and unlocked the door to his mother’s apartment.

“A letter came for you,” she said, gesturing with her chin to an envelope while she chopped onions.

He picked up the thick envelope, frowning. Just his first name, nothing else. He tore it open and watched open-mouthed as a stack of one-hundred-euro notes fluttered to the floor.

His mother gaped. “Where’s that from?”

Pavel looked inside the envelope for a note, but there was nothing there, just a beer mat, of all things. He recognised where it came from: an upmarket bar where they played jazz, where pretty girls drank and laughed in the sunshine.

“Have you won the lottery or something?”

“Maybe I have,” he said, a smile crossing his lips. “Maybe I have.”
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