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ONSLOW SQUARE, CHELSEA

        

      

    

    
      It was at moments like this that the twenty-sixth richest man in London allowed himself a few minutes of quiet, satisfied reflection. The metal door to his basement was locked and bolted. Somewhere beyond the walls of his Chelsea townhouse, dusk was settling like smog over the city he’d come to consider his own. There was no way his secretary could reach him, and the members of the board would have to wait until he chose to resurface. There were no phones down here, no computers to distract him with market figures, stock valuations and profit margins. Instead he had only a dozen or so photographs stuck to a whitewashed wall. Some were standard mugshots, while others showed men or women on the street, unaware they were being observed. In one picture, a middle-aged woman played with her small child in a sunlit park.

      Dead, he thought. Dead… along with the rest of them.

      Well, not quite the rest of them.

      He’d originally stuck the pictures to his wall as a sort of aide-memoire, a to-do list of outstanding tasks. It was useful to have a visual reminder of how far he’d come and how far he had still to go. But somewhere along the way, the pictures had come to represent far more than a simple administrative checklist. In a way, they represented just how far he’d come as a person. He’d begun this process as a fairly normal and well-adjusted man, albeit one accustomed to the ruthless cut and thrust of boardroom battles and corporate takeovers. He’d never been one to shy away from conflict, and his reputation as a successful businessman was built on his willingness to slash jobs and pillage rival companies without a flicker of remorse. He’d once framed the cover of a magazine that had called him ‘a cold-hearted, modern-day corporate highwayman’.

      But he was reaching the end of this process as something altogether different.

      A murderer.

      A stone-cold killer.

      Someone who wouldn’t hesitate to take another person’s life.

      Each photograph on the wall carried a memory.

      Death by gunshot.

      Death by poison.

      Death beneath the wheels of a twenty-seven-tonne lorry.

      He couldn’t remember the precise moment the idea had first come to him, but he could still feel the frisson of excitement that had accompanied it. Rather than spend the next decade slowly defeating his business rivals by driving down their profits and squeezing their share of the market, he’d remove them in a more visceral way.

      There was a sense of natural justice to the idea. Like him, all these people sold weapons for a living, and a very good living it was too. They might not all be CEOs, but they were the people on whose abilities his rivals relied, the star executives, the deal-makers, the lawyers who knew where the bodies were buried. As such, they profited handsomely from wars, from revolutions, from the deaths of thousands upon thousands of men and women whose names they’d never know. They were the last people who should expect to live long and happy lives.

      At the end of the day, he told himself, if you’re willing to eat meat, you’ve got to be willing to kill the animal. That was all he was doing. Killing the other animals that crowded around the watering hole.

      He drained his glass of Macallan single malt. This process had changed him, and there was no going back. The valuation of his own company had quadrupled over the past two years, and he had every intention of watching that growth curve continue until he dominated the international arms trade.

      There was just one man left.

      His eyes returned to the photograph at the top right-hand corner. Tall, salt-and-pepper hair, a well-cut Savile Row suit. He’d decided to do this one a little differently. It wasn’t that he’d tired in any way of being the person who decided when, where and how his rivals would die. He still longed to watch the moment that life went out in their eyes. He planned to return to the game as soon as this one was gone.

      But in his headlong rush to eliminate rival players, he’d left a trail that could lead back to him if he wasn’t careful. So far the police hadn’t connected the killings, but when they did, the first question they would ask was who stood to benefit from the deaths, and the finger would point at him.

      Unless he implicated someone else.

      Unless he got someone else to do his dirty work for him and used that person to take the fall for all the killings.

      He was looking forward to watching Group Fifteen dance to his tune. It’d be a reward, that was how he saw it. A reward for his brilliance and hard work.

      All he had to do was sit back and watch the show.
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      “This is a tricky one, Eleven,” said Control. “I’m not going to pretend otherwise. I usually give you a clear green or red signal. But you’ll be going into this one and it’ll be on amber.”

      It was the first time Charlie Cooper had been given such unclear parameters before taking a job.

      “I’m authorised to make the decision myself? In the moment, based on what I’m seeing?”

      “Precisely. You’ll have my full support. I won’t second-guess or criticise your call, whichever way you decide to go. The reason things have got to this stage is that the evidence against Mr Dalrymple is so finely balanced. Entire teams of analysts have debated the question of his guilt or innocence for weeks. There’s no alternative but to put a professional in front of him and empower that individual to make the final decision. Life or death—it’ll be up to you.”

      Prior to their meeting, Cooper had spent two hours in the waiting room outside Control’s office, studying Kristof Dalrymple’s file. Now aged fifty-four, the dual British-Russian national had inherited a family-owned arms-sales business and turned it around, largely by winning a series of lucrative UK government contracts while finding time to prioritise exports to India, Thailand and Vietnam. Aware of the potential complications of being a half-Russian who resided in London, Dalrymple made no secret of his dislike of Putin and his cronies in the Kremlin. He gave sizable donations to British political parties and charities and enjoyed strong connections across Whitehall. He had a number of personal friends in senior positions in the defence establishment, all of whom considered him a thoroughly good egg. Dalrymple’s name had even been floated more than once for a mention in the King’s Honours List, and the papers—when they referenced him, which wasn’t very often—considered him a good guy in a business filled with bad guys.

      On the surface, Cooper concluded, there was no reason whatsoever for anyone, least of all Group Fifteen, to be concerned about him.

      But all that had changed two months ago.

      First it was the appearance of an intercepted call between an arms dealer in Kyrgyzstan and a client in which the arms dealer referred to a ‘half-half guy’ in London who was secretly providing sensitive equipment to the Russians. Then the CIA interviewed a walk-in—a low-level Chechen bureaucrat—who claimed to have heard rumours that Russia’s foreign intelligence service, the SVR, had a mole at the heart of the British establishment. Soon afterwards a shipment of RPGs from Dalrymple’s company to Ukrainian forces were found to be faulty, resulting in a warehouse explosion that left fifteen Ukrainians dead, and finally an unverified audio tape surfaced in which a young Dalrymple—or someone who sounded a lot like him—was heard to be praising Putin’s qualities as a visionary and a leader.

      These revelations formed a damning case, albeit one that ultimately remained circumstantial: the walk-in might have been a plant, any number of people might have tampered with the RPGs, and these days it was easy to fake audio. A team of analysts from Group Two spent weeks debating the case, ultimately throwing up their hands and sending it back to their superiors with a stamp that said inconclusive.

      “It’s a big decision to place on your shoulders,” said Control, “but this needs to be resolved one way or another. You’ll have to engineer an encounter with Dalrymple that allows you the opportunity to assess his character, credibility and loyalty to this country. It’ll also have to be an encounter that will allow you to eliminate him if that’s what you conclude is called for.”

      “The obvious tactic is to pose as a middleman for buyers in somewhere like Armenia or Georgia,” said Cooper, considering his options. “I’ve got connections in both places that I can use—people who’ll provide me with the cover required to look legitimate.”

      Control nodded. “I’ve no doubt you’ll be able to play the part. If Kristof is a bad apple, he may want to explore whether he could profit from a new relationship with you, or potentially even obtain useful intelligence that he then passes to his paymasters. The key is that he won’t want to close anything down until he’s had a chance to run it past them.”

      “That’s if everything goes according to plan,” said Cooper. “It may come down to me reading him. Are you really sure you want me to make a call on a foundation as uncertain as that? People make mistakes. I make mistakes.”

      “Yes,” said Control. “There’s no one better qualified to make the call.”

      “Is there a reason why we aren’t willing to wait and see if more evidence emerges?”

      “Two good reasons. The first is that the potential damage if Dalrymple is guilty of betrayal is enormous. The prospect of waiting six months for more evidence—six months in which he could continue to steal secrets and sell the UK down the river—is unthinkable.”

      “And?”

      Control sighed heavily and sat back in his chair. He looked out of his office window at the Thames. “These are uncertain times. Things are unstable everywhere you look. We have to adapt to that by taking a more ruthless approach. If we’re going to keep up with the pace of the threats we face, we’re going to have to be willing to make mistakes.”

      “Making mistakes will mean killing innocents.”

      “It’s the nature of the business, as much as we might wish the opposite were true.”

      There was no point stating the truth, which was that over the course of his career, he’d gone out of his way to avoid making ‘mistakes’ and intended to continue with that strategy. What made this case different was that Kristof Dalrymple was an arms dealer. As far as Cooper was concerned, that made him fair game. He didn’t buy for a second that Dalrymple was the whiter-than-white figure he pretended to be. Anyone who sold weapons for a living was swimming in murky water. And they shouldn’t be surprised when something under the water took a bite out of them.

      Cooper stood.

      “Report back every twelve hours.”

      Cooper nodded. “I’ll have the matter concluded by midnight tomorrow,” he said. “One way or another.”
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      Although everyone on Group Fifteen’s books was skilled at operating on numerous levels at the same time, it had taken Cooper a few seconds to adjust to the unexpected situation facing him. On the one hand, he was sitting in a small, very exclusive Knightsbridge restaurant directly across from his potential target. Kristof Dalrymple leaned across the starched white table linen to fix Cooper with a piercing, intelligent gaze, evaluating him. That much he’d expected. Cooper was exactly where he needed to be. What he hadn’t expected, though, was to be distracted by the couple dining four tables to his left. On the surface, there was nothing to suggest there was anything remotely suspicious about them, but Cooper couldn’t shake off the impression there was more happening than at first appeared.

      “Well, Mr Smith?” said Dalrymple, accentuating Cooper’s alias surname as though to underline the fact that he didn’t believe for a second that the man opposite him was really called Smith. “We’re here because I place stock in what my old friend Daran Grigorian tells me, which is that you move in interesting circles in Yerevan. What is it you wish to discuss?”

      Cooper had assembled his cover story quickly but efficiently. He didn’t waste time developing a long and complicated legend. The last thing Dalrymple would be interested in was his upbringing, education and personal circumstances. If the need arose, Cooper could shrug off any difficult questions by adopting an air of mystery. What he’d done instead was to make sure the foundations of the legend were robust. He was ready to drop the names of three prominent Armenian businessmen who would vouch for him if necessary, and he had spent much of the night researching the machinations of the modern arms trade to the point that he could convincingly pull off the role of an international broker.

      Beyond that, like any undercover job, it would come down to a question of holding his nerve.

      “Our mutual friends tell me that you are a trustworthy businessman,” said Cooper, taking a sip of Chateau Mouton Rothschild. “This is the first thing. Without trust, there is no point even beginning the conversation.”

      Kristof dipped his head to signal his agreement.

      Cooper continued, “I have a number of contacts in your line of work, Mr Dalrymple, but I am interested in opening new channels of conversation with potential partners able to work with me on a new and very sensitive project. It would be particularly profitable, but, as we know, high profits tend to come with high risk. I’d be interested in knowing whether you might be interested in a joint venture of this sort.”

      Cooper didn’t want to rush the conversation. There was every possibility that he would have to decide about this man’s life based on factors such as his body language, tone of voice and the speed at which the vein in his neck pulsed. He needed time for a baseline reading of Dalrymple’s normal temperament, which could then be compared to the way he appeared when Cooper lured him into more dangerous territory.

      “At the end of the day, I’m a salesman, Mr Smith. For me, every venture is a joint venture.”

      “What I have in mind is the kind of joint venture in which the parties are bound together by a certain level of shared risk.”

      Dalrymple shrugged. “Just as everything I do is a shared venture, everything I do is risky,” he said, glancing discreetly at his wristwatch. “I’m in the arms business, Mr Smith. I am not selling flowers. I would appreciate it if you would feel able to speak directly.”

      Cooper nodded. Dalrymple cut into his filet mignon, and Cooper stole a discreet glance at the couple four tables across. On the face of it, there was nothing remarkable about them. He was eating a starter of smoked cod while she picked at a Caesar salad. Both were in their early thirties, tall, strong, athletic and good-looking in an anonymous sort of way. They seemed to be keeping up a fairly steady stream of conversation in accents that he couldn’t quite pin down. Cooper couldn’t quite make out any of the content, but they appeared relaxed and at ease in each other’s company.

      So what was bothering him?

      The man’s shoes weren’t quite right. Not nearly expensive enough to match his suit, that was obvious, and not classy enough for a restaurant of this calibre. He’d clearly been intimidated by the menu, too, asking the woman to help him make a choice. Cooper took in the woman’s jewellery. Middle of the range. Nothing that proved she didn’t belong here, but enough to set him on edge. His best guess? They were hired muscle.

      The question was, whose?

      He turned his attention back to Dalrymple.

      “The world is a particularly dangerous place at the moment, Mr Dalrymple. You’re the last person I need to explain that to. The old alliances are fracturing, and new ones are forming all the time. If there was ever a time when one could say the world was black and white, that time is long past.”

      The subtle lighting caught the silver in Dalrymple’s hair as he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. The creases in his forehead deepened, and his eyes briefly flashed with irritation.

      “People have been saying that for years, Mr Smith. The past was simple, but the present day is complicated. Have I got it right? I’m afraid I don’t buy that argument for a second.”

      “I’m not saying it with any sense of regret,” said Cooper, leaning forward. “I’m merely pointing out that for people like you and me, there are unique opportunities right now. For example, I have a number of clients who are particularly interested in some of the items I believe you can lay your hands on.”

      “What clients? Why don’t they come directly to me?”

      “They asked me to open up the discussion on their behalf. They asked me to explain the context and get a sense of whether this is something that might interest you.”

      “Because they haven’t got the courage to ask me to my face,” said Dalrymple, pulling the napkin from his throat and placing it on the table. His steak sat half-eaten in a pool of green peppercorn sauce, and he’d barely touched his wine. This was all happening much faster than Cooper had expected.

      “You may have misunderstood me,” said Cooper. If their conversation was coming to a head in the next few minutes, as he expected, he wanted to make sure that Dalrymple knew exactly what he was offering. “I don’t wish for a moment to jeopardise your position or harm your reputation. Any ongoing conversation can be conducted in total secrecy, and I am authorised to make an initial goodwill payment to you of £100,000. In return for this, I merely ask that you accompany me to Switzerland to meet my associates face-to-face.”

      It was an offer that Dalrymple—if the intelligence was accurate and he was a traitor—would never turn down out of hand. For a start, it was free money, but more than that, it was something the Russians would actively want their agent to do. The whole purpose of running a source inside another country was to use them to identify new leads, uncover criminal conspiracies and work out what the other sides were up to. If something like this came along, you smiled and didn’t say no. You left all options on the table. It was the first rule of deep-cover infiltrations.

      “I’ve heard enough, Mr Smith,” said Dalrymple.

      The waitress approached to refill their water glasses, but he waved her away.

      “It is because I work in a complex business that I feel the need to be very straightforward on certain things,” he said. “I don’t believe the world is becoming more complex, as you suggest. But let’s say for argument’s sake that you’re right. For me, that’s a reason to be even more clear about my own standards. I have no interest in meeting your mysterious clients. I have no interest in taking your money, I have no interest in doing anything illegal, and I have no interest in continuing this conversation for one minute longer.”

      He stood and signalled for his coat.

      “Please stay and enjoy the rest of your steak,” he said. “They know me here—it’s on me. But in return, Mr Smith, I ask that you don’t contact me again.”
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      Cooper walked for thirty minutes through Knightsbridge and Kensington before turning in the direction of the Royal Albert Hall. By that time he was confident that he wasn’t being followed, but he’d timed his walk to coincide with the end of a Cirque du Soleil performance, and mingling with the crowds emerging from the hall allowed him to confirm that he was alone as he turned down a dimly lit mews.

      He took out his phone and dialled a number, waiting while it was routed across time zones and continents to make sure it was thoroughly untraceable.

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

      “It’s Mr Smith,” he said. “Please tell the MD’s office that the delivery has been assessed, and no further action is required. I’ll be in touch tomorrow to provide a full report.”

      “Hold the line, please,” the woman said. “The MD left a note indicating that he’s keen to speak to you directly tonight.”

      Cooper heard a click as he was put on hold. There was a fine mist of rain in the air, and the damp mews cobbles glistened in the orange glow of streetlamps.

      “Eleven,” said Control.

      “Yes, sir. We’ve concluded our meeting. He’s innocent. I floated a lucrative offer in front of him, and he practically stormed out of the restaurant. He let me know in no uncertain terms what he thought of people like me and showed absolutely no interest in finding out who I might be working for. He showed even less interest in the prospect of making money by bending the rules.”

      “You sound very sure.”

      “I am, sir. Much more than I expected to be. I thought the decision would be balanced on a knife edge. It wasn’t. I’ve met plenty of double agents in my time, and I don’t think Dalrymple fits the mould one bit.”

      “Good work. There’s a temptation to err on the side of guilt because that’s what we expect. It takes an agent with full confidence in their abilities to make a call like this.”

      Cooper reached the end of the mews and crossed the road into Kensington Gardens. “One more thing, sir,” he said.

      “Yes?”

      “There were two people in the restaurant who caught my attention. A man and a woman, mid-thirties. Professional muscle would be my guess. Did you send them?”

      “Of course not,” said Control. “Why would I do that?”

      “Do you happen to know if Dalrymple has a security detail? I didn’t see anything about that in the file. I know there’s a team that handles the security of his office and home, but I wouldn’t expect them to accompany him to a dinner like this. He’s not high-profile enough.”

      “Not that I know of. Is it possible he’s hired more personnel recently?”

      “It’s possible. But it would be the first time I’ve heard of someone paying hundreds of pounds for their own security detail to sit and eat a very expensive dinner four tables away. They were too far away to intervene if I’d tried something. There’s also the fact that they didn’t leave when he did.”

      There was a silence as Control considered Cooper’s observations.

      “That is curious,” he said finally. “Why don’t you pass by Group Two in the morning and see if there’s anything they can do with CCTV in the area? If we can lift a clear image, they’ll be able to run it through government databases for traces.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Cooper. “I’ll do that.”

      He breathed deeply of the cold night air, allowing himself a moment of satisfaction at the completion of a potentially complicated task.

      “What’s next, sir?” he asked.

      Control chuckled. “You’ve got the rest of the night off, Eleven,” he said. “That’s an order.”
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      Felicity McMasters prided herself on being a third-generation housekeeper. People turned up their noses when they heard what she did for a living, assuming that she was a cleaner, but the truth was that she kept a large and busy household running like clockwork. Depending on what hour of the day it was, she might be a project manager, a negotiator, an interior designer, a hostess or an expert on the correct way to set a table for dinner. At other times she might be acting on behalf of Mr Dalrymple in resolving a dispute with the neighbours next door, who had consistently failed to honour an agreement to keep their side of the garden hedge in good condition. She’d been with the Dalrymple family for the past thirty years and had every intention of remaining with them until retirement.

      She turned the corner from New Bond Street into Bruton Street, her mind busy with the tasks awaiting her attention. She’d have to make sure the nannies had got the children dressed, fed and on their way to school. There was a deep-clean of the basement to arrange, and at some point she’d need to find the time to go through the accounts. Mr Dalrymple gave her a generous household budget, and although he never expected her to justify every penny, it was a matter of professional pride for her that she should be scrupulous in making sure the money was well spent.

      She knew what Mr Dalrymple did for a living, of course, but she had never let that worry her. It had been drummed into her during her apprenticeship that it was no concern of the staff what their employers did for a living. She wouldn’t quite go that far today, she’d never work for some of those awful left-wing politicians she saw on TV, and she’d had friends who’d regretted going to work for a new generation of celebrities who’d made their money from reality shows and social media. Compared to them, the Dalrymples were as respectable as it was possible to be. Armies needed guns, didn’t they? How was a nation supposed to defend itself?

      Turning the corner onto Bruton Lane, she heard rather than saw that there was some sort of commotion up ahead. She glanced at her watch and shook her head. It was going to be such a busy day that she couldn’t afford to arrive a single minute after 8 a.m. The road was narrow here, and several dozen or so people were milling around ahead of her. They were close to the Dalrymples’ house. She was surprised that Thomas, the head of security, hadn’t moved them along.

      Tutting her disapproval that these people didn’t have jobs to go to, she began to push her way through the crowd.

      “Excuse me,” she said, nudging a young man with the sharp point of her elbow. “I’m coming through.”

      As she made her way through the crowd, she realised that the reason Thomas hadn’t moved them along was that the police were already there, along with an ambulance. Her mind immediately went to Mr Dalrymple’s elderly mother, who suffered from angina, and then to Mrs Williams at number 43, who’d already broken her hip this winter.

      As she neared the front, she spotted that the police officers and ambulance crew were in the process of assembling one of those square tents used to hide a body from public view when there’d been a particularly nasty road traffic accident. How could that be the case? The road was narrow here, and speed bumps at either end meant that no one drove past the Dalrymple house at more than twenty miles an hour.

      She found her path blocked by a particularly large, uniformed policeman, who was also preventing her from seeing where the body of the poor victim of the hit-and-run lay.

      “May I pass, please?” she asked. “I work in that house right there.”

      She gestured towards the door of number 36, and as the policeman turned to see what she was pointing at, the house came into full view, including the black railings that ran along the front, now bent and broken where the body of her employer had landed from a great height, impaling himself on a sharp metal spike.

      Felicity McMasters dropped to the pavement in a dead faint.
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      “I’m not saying that the police are right,” said Control. “I’m just telling you what they think.”

      Cooper had known the news would be bad when Control suggested they meet on the top floor of a multi-storey car park in North London. It was about as far away from the Global Logistics building in Vauxhall as it was possible to get while still remaining in the city.

      “Tell me again,” said Cooper.

      “It’s your DNA, Eleven. They found it in three different locations in Dalrymple’s house: on the front door handle, on a coffee mug in his office and on the frame of the window he fell from. You can see the narrative the police will be following: the two of you dined together at a nearby restaurant; Dalrymple left early, possibly after a disagreement of some kind; you went back to see him early the following morning, at around 6 a.m., entering through the front door; you had a coffee together; and then you threw him to his death from the window.”

      Cooper turned to let the wind blow hard against his face. Just ten minutes earlier, he’d watched Control’s gleaming black Range Rover glide along the road far below before turning into the car park, but Control arrived on the top floor on foot, which meant that he’d left his vehicle somewhere on a lower level. Cooper approved of the tradecraft. It was always a good idea to keep your car out of sight, especially if you were about to meet someone who might end up serving a life sentence for murder.

      He turned back to Control. “If that’s what really happened,” he said, “there’ll be a lot more evidence than my DNA. That house will be equipped with dozens of CCTV cameras.”

      “They were disabled.”

      “How convenient,” said Cooper. “And Dalrymple’s security? His domestic staff? He’d never open the door to a visitor himself.”

      “They didn’t hear anything. There’s a CCTV image that the police pulled from a nearby newsagent’s. It shows someone who looks an awful lot like you walking in the direction of Dalrymple’s house at 5.30 a.m., just forty-five minutes before he fell.”

      “It’s not me,” said Cooper, locking eyes. He needed to know that Control believed him. “I didn’t do it.”

      “I believe you. You’ve got no reason to lie to me. I gave you carte blanche to kill Dalrymple if you wanted. There’s no conceivable reason why you would turn down that opportunity and then return to his house and go through with it twelve hours later. Even a fool can see that you’re being set up.”

      Menacing grey clouds huddled on the horizon, and London stretched away from them in every direction.

      Where to look for an answer? London’s a big haystack if you’re searching for one needle.

      “Do you have any idea who might have done this?” Cooper asked. “Anyone with a particular grudge against the Group?”

      “No.”

      “Where have the police got to in their investigation?”

      “They haven’t matched the DNA to you yet, but it’s just a matter of time. They’ll be sharing the CCTV image on social media later today, asking witnesses to come forward with any information. It’s not the best picture in the world, but if there’s anyone who recognises you—an ex-girlfriend, the barista in your local coffee shop, your neighbour—then you’re in trouble. I’ll do what I can to slow them down. But it’s a high-profile death, it’s gory and sensational, and they’re going to be throwing lots of resources at this.”

      Cooper nodded. He’d been in similar situations before but never in the country he’d grown up in. He felt a warm surge of anger. This was about Dalrymple. Someone had wanted him dead and decided to pin the blame on him. He’d enjoy teaching them the consequences of underestimating him.

      “Any possibility you made the wrong judgement call last night?” asked Control. “You said Dalrymple was innocent. But the nature of his death suggests otherwise.”

      Cooper shook his head. “The only way he was guilty was if he saw through me. If he knew I was trying to test him, he might have behaved like that. But my cover was rock solid, and I’m good. It’s what I do. I don’t think he was a traitor. There must be some other reason.”

      He felt the first few drops of rain and turned up his collar.

      “Can you do me a favour, sir?”

      “Go on.”

      “Have someone travel overseas on my passport. If they do link the DNA and the image to me, I want them to think I’m in the wind.”

      “I assume you’re not going to sit back and hope this goes away on its own.”

      “I’d be happy to do that if I thought it would work, sir, but someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to implicate me in Dalrymple’s death, and I’ve got to assume there are one or two surprises still to come out of the woodwork. This isn’t going to go away unless I make it happen.”

      “You have my full support,” said Control. “But I can’t allow you access to any Group resources. Dalrymple had friends in high places, and if they get the slightest hint that I’m blocking the manhunt, things will get uncomfortable for the Group. I can’t permit that to happen.”

      “Understood. One last thing?”

      “What?”

      “Dalrymple’s file.”

      “Why? You read the whole thing yesterday.”

      “There was something about it that bothered me,” said Cooper. “I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I guess I’m going to have lots of free time now. I might as well use it by having another look.”

      Control nodded. “I’ll have someone send through an encrypted version,” he said.

      He turned and began to walk for the nearest stairwell. It was only then that Cooper noticed Control had brought a small black briefcase with him, which he’d left leaning against the wall beside Cooper.

      Cooper knelt to open it.

      A Sig Sauer P365 and four boxes of ammunition.

      Enough to get him started.
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      Cooper sat in a car parked several hundred feet away from his home. A car… not his car. He’d bought the 2005 Audi Quattro from a dealer in East London who wasn’t too scrupulous when it came to paperwork and records of sale. It helped that he’d offered the man £500 above the asking price. Cooper knew it was money well spent as he watched twelve police officers smashing down the front door of his apartment block and pouring into the lobby. He’d known it would happen sooner or later. It had only been a matter of time before they got a hit on his DNA. They’d tear his apartment to pieces, and once they’d finished, they’d make a start on the BMW M135i registered in his name that was parked in the bay at the rear of the apartment block. He started the Audi’s engine and pulled out into traffic.

      Cooper found driving cleared his mind. Mentally setting his internal satnav to a small Turkish café he knew in Brentford, he drove slowly and carefully, never hurrying, allowing his mind to turn over recent events and the few options open to him.

      There was a problem: he was being pulled in two directions. If he wanted to avoid police arrest, the smart thing to do was get out of London as quickly as possible. Like many other operatives from the secret world, Cooper’s mind had frequently turned over the years to the question of where he would go if he was on the run. He knew the Scottish Highlands well and was confident that with the right kit, he could disappear there for long enough. The heat on him would be intense at the start, and Police Scotland would throw all available resources into helping their colleagues in the Met. But as time dragged on, other priorities would crowd in. The roadblocks and checkpoints would stop, and locals would forget what the fugitive in their midst looked like. It wouldn’t be more than a month or two before he’d manage to stow away on a ship in Aberdeen and sail to freedom.

      That would mean running away from the problem, though, which wasn’t something he’d ever liked to do. He much preferred to face it head-on. What kind of life would it be, hopping from one Asian or African city to another for the next decade?

      He spotted a traffic police car several vehicles behind him and took the next right turning to get away from it.

      The other possible choice? Go back to Dalrymple’s house, back to the restaurant where they’d met, look for evidence that would exonerate him.

      He caught the end of a sentence on the radio and turned up the volume.

      ‘The Russian embassy called this morning for all stops to be pulled out in the investigation into the death of arms dealer Kristof Dalrymple. Speaking to our reporter, the ambassador said that Dalrymple had been a proud Russian patriot, and his death was proof of a British vendetta against ordinary Russians living in London.’

      Bullshit, Cooper thought. They’d hated him when he’d been alive. They were just trying to extract value from his death.

      ‘Meanwhile, sources close to the police say they have a good likeness of their main suspect from CCTV and will be releasing the image later this morning. The officer leading the investigation, Detective Inspector Derek Newton, refused to comment on reports that DNA was found at the scene, but said that the police hope to make an arrest in the coming days.’

      Cooper switched the radio off. He needed to keep his mind focussed on next steps. So many aspects of the case against him were technical. He’d need to prove that this CCTV image of him was a fake. He’d need to work out how someone had stolen his DNA. Control had been clear that he couldn’t use the expertise and access of someone like Nathan Wiley, and things would have to get very bad before Cooper considered going behind his back again.

      And then the answer came to him.

      He dialled a number.
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      Cooper was sitting in the back of a Canadian pub in Covent Garden when he spotted his half-brother, Freddy, walk through the door. He carried a holdall slung over one shoulder and, moments later, he was followed by Talia, his Israeli girlfriend. She was the one who spotted Cooper first; she ran towards his table and threw her arms around his neck.

      “The main thing is that you’re okay,” she said, pulling back to get a good look at him. “A bit thinner, perhaps. A bit paler.”

      “Whereas you both look revoltingly happy and healthy,” said Cooper, hugging Freddy. “I’m always going to look a bit under the weather next to you two.”

      “So come back to Portugal with us,” said Talia. “I’ve always said to Freddy that we’d never get the chance to repay you for everything you did, but this is it, this is our chance!”

      “Trust you to find a silver lining.”

      It had been just over a year since Cooper had risked his relationship with Control and the Group to fly to Tel Aviv and track down his wayward half-brother. Freddy had been working for an Israeli cybersecurity company, but ethical concerns about a new software product that allowed unscrupulous governments to access users’ private data had driven Freddy to steal the product’s source code and go on the run. The experience had been a profound one for both brothers. They’d previously drifted apart, stuck in a rut of old sibling rivalries and petty grievances, but it had brought them back into each other’s lives.

      Cooper was happy to see him, and just as happy to see that Freddy had been wise enough to hang on to Talia.

      “I really appreciate you both dropping everything to come.”

      “There’s nothing to drop, unless you mean my surfboard,” said Freddy. “No more corporate life for me. My laptop is my office, which means I can switch off or relocate whenever I want.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      Freddy’s expression changed. “What’s happened, Charlie? It’s not like you to ask for help.”

      Cooper had given them an outline of the situation over the phone, but now was the time to lay it all out in detail. He explained who Kristof Dalrymple was and set out the elements of the case incriminating him. He described watching the police team break into his apartment that morning. The only thing he left out was any mention of Control and the Group. He told them that an old friend of his who was thinking of investing in Dalrymple’s company had asked him to have dinner with Dalrymple and make an assessment about his reliability, character and all-round professionalism.

      Although Cooper’s version was airtight, Freddy allowed himself a wry grin.

      “I’m not going to ask any questions, Charlie, but I suspect that there was a little more to it than that.”

      Cooper began to protest, but Freddy just laughed.

      “You don’t need to tell us. Let me check I’ve got this straight. The evidence against you is one CCTV image and three DNA traces—right?”

      “Yes.”

      Cooper pulled up an image on his phone and handed it to them. “The police posted this on their socials an hour ago,” he said.

      The black-and-white image captured someone who looked a lot like Cooper from a distance of around thirty feet. On its own, it wasn’t a good enough likeness to make it difficult for Cooper to move around London, but in conjunction with the DNA, it’d form an important piece of the case against him.

      “And it’s a fake?” asked Freddy. “You’re sure?”

      “It must be. I wasn’t there at that time.”

      “Then it’ll be easy,” said Freddy. “We’ll use the same tech against them.”

      Cooper knew that Freddy had left the world of corporate espionage for a career as an ethical hacker, but he didn’t see the connection. Freddy saw Cooper’s confused expression and playfully punched him on the shoulder.

      “Trust me. This is what I do. There are some top-tier verification outfits online these days. Bellingcat started it, and they’re still probably the best. But I’ve got another one in mind. You wouldn’t believe how much governments and companies lie. All the time. So now there are analysts—smart ones—who do nothing but expose the truth. They get hold of satellite images. Prove oil spills. Prove troop movements. Prove things that the official line says never happened.”

      “Okay,” said Cooper. “But how does that help us?”

      “There’s a group I know who have a big problem with the Met. Two of their people just got arrested for chaining themselves to a building in Canary Wharf. They’re pissed off and looking for payback. If that CCTV shot of you is fake, they’ll jump at the chance to debunk it. They’d love nothing more. And they’re good. Really good. If it’s doctored—even slightly—they’ll pull it apart.”

      Freddy took out his laptop, opened it and typed rapidly for about thirty seconds. “Done.”

      “And the DNA?”

      “A little more difficult,” Freddy said.

      “Is it possible that whoever did this was able to obtain a sample?” asked Talia.

      “It’s possible.” He remembered the restaurant and drew the line between the dots. “More than possible. There was a couple in the restaurant the night I met Dalrymple. There was something wrong with them—something that didn’t fit.”

      “Who left first? You or them?”

      “I did. It wouldn’t have been hard to come up with some excuse to approach my table after I left and take a glass or my napkin, especially if their partner distracted the staff and other diners at the right moment. I think that’s my next step. I think I should revisit the restaurant.”

      Freddy and Talia exchanged a look.

      “Are you crazy?” asked Freddy. “The police will have been all over that restaurant. It’s one place you need to stay away from.”

      “I’ll go,” said Talia.

      She had recent experience of similar work when they were looking for Freddy. Cooper had sent her into the lobby of a security company to plant a plastic tub full of virus-infected USB sticks. She’d been nervous but displayed a natural aptitude; her likeability made people open up to her.

      Cooper smiled. “What are we waiting for?”
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      With Freddy working on the deconstruction of the CCTV image and Talia going to the restaurant where he’d met Dalrymple, Cooper found himself at a loose end. He decided to do what any experienced operative would do if they found themselves in trouble and out of their depth: he’d get educated, fast.

      There was a limit, though, to how much he could find out about the arms trade from online research. He’d studied discussion boards run by industry insiders, and a little digging had turned up company reports that revealed a certain amount about the financial health of the trade. He’d scoured the journals that covered the sector and tried to read between the lines of editorials that described the big hitters and emerging market trends. But wealthy arms companies were notoriously litigious. Any hint of slander or libel would be met with a barrage of aggressive lawsuits, shutting down any rumour before it could get started.

      What Cooper needed was raw, unfiltered intelligence: gossip, rumour, hearsay. Nothing that could ever be used in a court of law, but which might add up to something useful. The file on Dalrymple that he’d read in Control’s office had been professionally assembled and drew on all the information available to the British government, but Cooper knew that he’d need to go to the street in order to find the real truth.

      And for that, there was only one person.

      But there was a problem: Daniel Bartos hated Cooper with a passion.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cooper got into his Audi and drove east. Old habits died hard: if Bartos was in town, he’d be having a lunchtime pint at the Two Brewers in Whitechapel. He glanced at his watch. If Bartos had downed one pint, it might make him mellow and willing to talk. If he’d drunk more, Cooper knew to expect a frosty reception.

      He’d met Bartos five years earlier, when Cooper was in his final year at MI6. Bartos had been driving a forklift in a Silvertown warehouse run by a large, American-owned arms firm. Cooper had needed to gain access to a shipment of drone components on its way to Turkey, but when he realised that the security around the site would make a covert entry at night almost impossible, he set about looking for an insider who could help.

      Daniel was an obvious choice.

      He’d served three years as a squaddie in the British Army, which Cooper expected would make him receptive to arguments about helping out his country. A strong academic performance at a rough East London comprehensive school suggested brains and street smarts. He’d hit it off with him immediately. They even got to the point where Cooper was considering recommending Bartos for fast-track entry to MI6 as a full-time employee, given his raw abilities and the native-level fluency in Serbo-Croat, Albanian and Russian he’d picked up from his extended family.

      But then the operation itself got in the way. Bartos did his job impeccably, identifying the specific crate and enabling access to Cooper and his small team of technical experts. The problem was almost that Bartos did his job too well. When the equipment was discovered to be faulty, Bartos’s employers mounted a full-blown investigation to discover how this had happened but failed to discover a single piece of evidence. Bartos had been so thorough that not one trace was found of any internal or external involvement. The owners responded to this perplexing state of affairs by firing every one of the men who worked there, including Daniel, his brother and his father.

      Cooper had never anticipated such an outcome. He went out of his way to help the three of them find other jobs and kept them afloat with regular cash payments, but when his elderly father suffered a minor stroke, Daniel blamed Cooper. Whatever Cooper said, Bartos wouldn’t believe that he hadn’t simply used them and thrown them to the side. The last time they’d seen each other, in the same pub he was driving to now, Bartos had tried to stick a screwdriver between Cooper’s ribs.

      That had been fun.

      Cooper parked the Audi around the corner and walked to the front door of the pub. He’d decided not to waste time trying to do this in a roundabout way; there were times when the direct approach was best.

      Pushing open the door of the pub, he was hit by that familiar smell of spilled beer, crisps and sweat. The place still somehow reeked of cigarettes despite twenty years or more of the national smoking ban. The Two Brewers was an old-school, East London drinking hole. They didn’t get tourists wandering in by mistake, and the walls were still covered with black-and-white photographs of local boxers.

      He walked directly to the bar. Ordering a beer, he turned to take in the rest of the pub: old men playing dominoes in one corner, a group of scaffolders enjoying a lunchtime pint and, in the far corner, three men in dark-blue overalls, the name of an import-export company stitched onto their chests.

      Bartos saw Cooper immediately. He drained what was left of his pint in one fluid motion, stood and headed for the back door of the pub, not waiting until he got outside to light the cigarette already in his mouth.

      Cooper went after him. He pushed through the door and stepped out into a narrow cobbled yard filled with empty beer barrels.

      “Daniel,” said Cooper.

      Bartos turned and swung a hard right directly at Cooper’s jaw that connected with nothing but air. He kept moving forward, his arms swinging.

      “Take it easy. I just want to talk.”

      Breathing hard through his nose, Bartos pivoted towards Cooper and drove his fist towards his face. Cooper caught his arm, swung him around and pushed him several steps back until he was pressed up against the wall.

      “You want to keep doing this?” Cooper said.

      “I don’t know why I’m bothering,” Bartos said, his breath coming fast and ragged. “You’re screwed anyway. I saw your picture online. You’ll be behind bars before long.”

      Cooper wasn’t worried about Daniel calling the police after he’d left. As much as he wanted to exact revenge on Cooper, snitching to the police was not something that he’d ever consider.

      Bartos launched himself off the wall in a half-hearted attempt to headbutt Cooper, who merely went along with the momentum and stepped backwards, yanking down on the collar of Bartos’s warehouse overalls and sitting him down hard on the ground.

      “I hear that your father’s better.”

      “No thanks to you.”

      “Did he get good treatment?”

      “Yes…”

      “How’d you think that happened?”

      “What?”

      “I pulled some strings.”

      “You’re a fucking liar.” He started to get back to his feet.

      “It’s true.”

      “So you’ll know the name of his doctor.”

      “Dr Banerjee? Or Dr Williams? Or the surgeon—Dr Jenkins?”

      Bartos stood open-mouthed, staring at Cooper.

      “I’m not looking for gratitude. I know you blame me for what happened, and that’s fair enough. I tried to say sorry, but you were in no mood to listen. Sorting him out was the least I could do.”

      Bartos brushed the dirt from his overalls and shook his head. “Call it quits, then,” he said, sticking out his hand.

      Cooper shook it. “Are you still in the business?”

      “Jesus Christ. You’re already asking me to help you again.”

      “Just information. I don’t want you to do anything, I just want you to tell me if you’ve heard any rumours about Kristof Dalrymple.”

      “Dalrymple? The one you pushed out of a window?”

      “That wasn’t me. I’m looking for whoever it was, and I need to know if he had any enemies.”

      “I know a bit. He was clean—one of the few who was. The word I heard was that he valued being part of British society so much that he’d never put that at risk by doing deals he shouldn’t. It wasn’t about the money for him, unlike the rest of them. It was more about status.”

      “You must’ve heard some rumours about him over the years?”

      Bartos shook his head and took another cigarette from his packet. “For a while people would say that there was something funny about his accounts, but that turned out to be his CFO, and he booted him out the moment he heard what he was doing.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I heard that when his son wanted a head start, Dalrymple made him work for six months on the warehouse floor. That’s unusual. Most kids go straight into cushy executive jobs.”

      Something Bartos said suddenly came back into Cooper’s mind. “What was that you said a minute ago about the rest of them?”

      “About it not being about the money for him, unlike the rest of them?”

      “Yes,” Cooper said. “The rest of who?”

      “It’s nothing—it’s just a bet that a few of the lads in the warehouse have.”

      “Tell me.”

      Bartos sighed. “A lot of people have kicked the bucket recently. People in the business. I can think of eleven in the past couple of years. Not the people at the top—that’d be too obvious. But influential and well-connected people. You’d never hear the execs talking about it, because they think any bad press is going to dent the bottom line, but you can’t be in this business and not notice it.”

      “How?”

      “Did they die?” Bartos shrugged. “Heart attacks. One of them drank something on holiday in Cambodia that killed him. A car crash.”

      “That doesn’t sound unusual,” said Cooper.

      A van pulled into view, and one of the men Bartos had been drinking with waved at him to join them.

      “Fine. Think what you like.”

      “I appreciate you talking to me,” said Cooper.

      Bartos pointed a finger at Cooper as though it were a gun. “Don’t push your luck. I won’t be so nice next time.”
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      Cooper opened the boot of his Audi and rummaged around for the laptop he’d bought with cash that morning. It was next to impossible to find an internet café these days, so he’d have to make do with an untraceable laptop and a public Wi-Fi network being used by hundreds of other people at the same time.

      Ordering a coffee in a busy café, he took a corner seat and opened the laptop. He didn’t know exactly what he was looking for, but Bartos’s factory-floor gossip was the only lead he had. Bartos had said that eleven executives in the arms trade had died over the past two years. It did sound like a high number. Could he be right? And if he was, could those eleven deaths be connected in some way to Dalrymple’s?

      He began by scouring all the news sites for any sign that a journalist had stumbled across this trail of death, but the only thing he could find was a brief article in a diving magazine about a mid-ranking executive who drowned while on a scuba holiday in Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula. No mention was made of any suspicious circumstances, and Cooper even found a social media post in which one friend commented that the executive had suffered from a weak heart. That left Cooper with ten more deaths to identify, but even after a full hour spent searching news websites and social media, he came up blank.

      He changed direction and navigated to the public register of deaths. He thought for a while about the profile of the people he was looking for. Bartos had said they were all influential and capable people who hadn’t yet risen to high-profile positions at the very top of their organisations. That meant they were likely to be between the ages of forty and fifty. They’d be high earners and would live in affluent neighbourhoods of London, and their social-media footprint would be relatively light because they worked in a sector that attracted controversy and criticism. Cooper started compiling lists of names, ruling out those who were obviously doctors and bankers and members of other mainstream professions. Some of the men involved would have military backgrounds, which was also verifiable by searching online databases, and the families of other victims had published obituaries in church magazines and on Facebook in which they made passing reference to their jobs.

      Cooper spent three hours coming up with a list. It wasn’t exhaustive, and he couldn’t rule out that he hadn’t made a mistake or two, but what he had found was nonetheless remarkable.

      Bartos was right.

      Someone was cutting a swathe through the ranks of arms executives. Not the ones at the top, but those just beneath them, the ones who were vital to a big company’s success.

      An executive who’d been instrumental in securing a big contract with Saudi Arabia.

      A former management consultant who’d been brought in to turn around an unproductive and unmotivated workforce.

      They’d been recognised in some cases with industry awards, but to any normal outsider there was nothing to connect them.

      Nothing apart from the fact that they’d died young.

      Cooper sat back in his seat and tried to work out what this all meant. Eleven deaths from the thousands who worked in the industry wasn’t in itself suspicious. If he’d looked at hedge-fund managers, he might have found similar numbers. But what really set alarm bells ringing was the nature of those deaths. Cooper spent his life travelling the world, looking for ways to kill people, usually without wanting anyone to know they’d been murdered. That was why he could look at the deaths and know they were murders. These were all scenarios that he would look for. Over the years, his victims had also died in diving accidents, in crashes on dark roads at night, in mysterious poisonings.

      Cooper recognised the hand of an assassin.

      He recognised the work of one of his own.

      He’d found nothing anywhere to suggest that the police had realised what was happening, but Cooper knew it was just a matter of time before people put together the pieces. If Bartos and his friends had spotted the link, a journalist or detective would do the same at some point. And then? Then the spotlight would fall on the arms industry, and the police would root out the person responsible.

      Unless…

      It came to him.

      What had happened to him was insurance.

      The killer had framed Cooper for Dalrymple’s death. But once the authorities started to dig further, as they would, they’d find all the other deaths.

      Cooper would be blamed for every single one of them.

      Or if not Cooper, then the British government.

      It was a stroke of genius.

      He had his first solid lead. Whoever was doing this had to be in the arms game themselves. It had to be someone who stood to benefit from those eleven deaths, from throwing the companies they worked for into turmoil.

      It always came back to the same thing.

      Cui bono?

      Who benefitted?

      If Cooper could find the person who’d profited from this, he’d be off the hook.

      And that person would be very much on the hook.

      Dangling on the hook, if Cooper had anything to do with it.
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      Talia heard the tinkling of a bell as she pushed open the door to the restaurant. She’d dressed in her most expensive coat and adopted the brusque, haughty demeanour of someone who didn’t expect staff to contradict her. Looking around for the maître d’, she took in the restaurant’s opulent décor: thick velvet curtains of a deep red, chandeliers containing dozens of lightbulbs and a deep-pile carpet totally free of blemishes or stains. The wallpaper looked hand-painted and probably cost thousands for every roll. At this early stage of the evening, only half of the tables were occupied.

      An attractive, middle-aged woman in a white shirt and black trousers approached her.

      “Good evening, madam,” she said with a smile. “Can I help you?”

      “I came here for dinner two evenings ago with my husband,” said Talia, looking around. She’d studied a floorplan of the restaurant that Cooper had drawn her and identified the table where he’d dined with Kristof Dalrymple. “We sat there,” she said, pointing at the nearby table that had been taken by the suspicious couple. “I’m certain that I lost one of my diamond earrings during the course of the evening.”

      The maître d’ looked suitably horrified. “I’m so sorry to hear that, madam,” she said. “I’d be happy to double-check for you, but I’m pretty sure that none of our staff members has handed in anything of that value.”

      “Are you sure that they’ve looked properly?” snapped Talia.

      “The restaurant is cleaned very thoroughly every morning before we open. The cleaning staff would certainly tell us if they found something, and I’m afraid nothing matching that description has turned up. It’s possible that it was picked up in the vacuum cleaner. I’m more than happy to check with the cleaning staff as well as our waiters. I’ll also make sure that someone inspects the vacuum cleaner.”

      Shaking her head in annoyance, Talia walked over to the table in question and pulled the chair back so she could look at the carpet.

      “If one of your cleaners found it,” she said loudly, “they would’ve kept it. The waiting staff, too.”

      A few diners looked up from their meals to see what the fuss was about. Talia allowed herself a private moment of excitement at the scene she’d created. She’d once been an enthusiastic participant in school plays, and she’d had a few walk-on roles in university productions, too. This experience reminded her a little of that, but it was super-charged with a thrill she’d never experienced before. This was real. She was acting, yes, but the stakes were high. A bad performance wouldn’t lead to a negative review in a campus newspaper or criticism from the director; it’d lead to real-world consequences for a man who’d laid his life on the line for her and Freddy.

      And she wasn’t going to let him down.

      The restaurant manager, a grey-haired man in his mid-fifties, appeared behind the maître d’.

      “Is everything alright, madam?” he said quietly, obviously keen to avoid a scene.

      “If you call losing a ten-thousand-pound earring alright,” Talia snapped.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. Nothing has been found, but I can assure you that we will conduct a very thorough search and speak to all our staff.”

      “And you’ll call me the second you find it?”

      “Of course. If you could just give us a contact⁠—”

      She cut him off. “You have my husband’s phone number on the booking. Table four, two nights ago, 8 p.m.?”

      The maître d’ walked over to the computer. “Mr Joseph Banks? Is that your husband?”

      “Yes,” said Talia. “What phone number do you have for him?”

      “We have the one ending 334. Is that the⁠—”

      Talia cut her off. This was the moment her performance had been building towards. She grabbed the computer screen and turned it around so that it was facing her. The manager started to protest, but Talia silenced him with a sharp glare.

      She saw a phone number and memorised it.

      “I don’t know why he gave you that number,” she said, shaking her head.

      The last thing she wanted was for the restaurant to call one of the operatives about a lost earring, alerting him to the fact that someone was on their trail. She grabbed a pad of paper and a pen and scribbled down her own number.

      “Call me on this number. Don’t call him. Do you understand?”

      Both the maître d’ and the manager nodded. They would have agreed to anything to get rid of her.

      She nodded and looked around one last time.

      “The food was bloody awful too,” she said, and walked towards the door.
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      Talia took another look at the wall. At the centre was a photograph of Kristof Dalrymple cut from a newspaper. One piece of red tape connected the clipping to a picture of the restaurant where he and Cooper had met, and another piece led to a scrap of paper with the phone number for Joseph Banks. Talia shook her head and turned away in frustration.

      “Putting it up there is helpful,” she said, “but it’s also a reminder of how little we know.”

      “Are you kidding?” said Cooper. “A lot of professional teams wouldn’t make progress half this quickly despite all the resources they have at their fingertips. You did a great job at the restaurant. It’s the first solid lead we’ve got to any of the people involved. That’s entirely down to you.”

      Cooper waited until the printer spat out a final piece of paper. He started to lay the pieces across the floor of the cramped hotel room. Freddy had originally protested that he had more than enough money to get them a suite in a nice hotel, until Cooper pointed out that any respectable establishment would require photographic ID. Freddy was linked to Cooper, and they had to operate on the basis that the police had spotted his return to the UK just one day after his half-brother had become a wanted man.

      Talia wasn’t off the hook either. Even if she’d booked her flight separately from Freddy, they’d travelled together. The most cursory glance at Heathrow CCTV would have confirmed to the police that they were a couple, meaning that she would be in their crosshairs too.

      “So these are arms companies?” she asked, studying the pieces of paper Cooper was laying across the floor.

      Cooper nodded. “I’m operating on the basis that if all the victims are in the arms trade, then the person who killed them is also in the arms trade. It could be someone who worked with them all and holds grudges, but that seems unlikely. Much more likely is that this was a campaign to cripple rivals—to sow chaos and create doubt that weakens the competitors.”

      “There’s only seven companies here,” said Talia, a quizzical look on her face. “There must be more than that.”

      “Lots more, but the victims all worked for mid-sized companies. That suggests that the killer also works for a mid-sized company. Lockheed-Martin and Boeing wouldn’t worry for a second about outfits like these. There also seems to be a UK focus. There was one guy who was killed at a conference in Utah and another who drowned in Egypt, but apart from that, they were all here.”

      Cooper heard a noise outside. He walked to the window. Mould was growing along the wooden frame, and he could feel the wind whistling through the gaps. The bathroom hadn’t been cleaned, and the rubbish bins were still full from the previous occupants. He’d promised the guy at the desk downstairs that he’d get him a copy of his passport by the evening. He intended to push that back until the following morning, at which point the three of them would have moved on to the next place.

      He watched as a cat searched among the contents of a rubbish bin.

      “I’ve included companies where people have died,” he said, turning back to Talia. “Given how clever the killer has been, it’s always possible he or she killed someone in their own company to cover their tracks.”

      Cooper was quiet for a moment as he considered the various options open to them. He hadn’t yet decided what to do with the phone number Talia had turned up. The last thing he wanted to do was rush into anything. The number was their most valuable lead, and if he acted hastily, then Joseph Banks—or whatever he was really called—would know Cooper was onto him.

      He also had to decide how much to involve Freddy and Talia. For all Freddy’s expertise in technology, his brother had been burned by what happened in Israel a year earlier. Although he never admitted as much, it was the reason Freddy was now living a life of leisure in Portugal. It was all well and good for an ordinary civilian to imagine that they were equipped to take on powerful corporate forces, but it was another thing entirely to do it and emerge alive and well. Cooper appreciated Freddy’s puppy-like enthusiasm for the task they now faced but knew that beneath the surface his half-brother was scarred by what had happened to him. Cooper knew what that meant. There’d come a point where he’d cut out Freddy and Talia and operate on his own.

      “You think someone would kill one of their own people?”

      “To cover their tracks? Maybe. But I can’t help thinking that a strategy like this—if we’re right about what’s happening—couldn’t go ahead without the involvement of the person at the top. We’re looking for someone reasonably senior with a particular streak of ruthlessness. I suspect that when we start looking at particular candidates, it’ll become clear.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Who is it?” said Cooper, reaching for the Sig tucked into the back of his waistband.

      “It’s me,” said Freddy.

      Cooper opened the door, and Freddy burst in.

      “Just under thirty minutes,” he said, waving a printout.

      “The image?”

      He beamed. “The CCTV image is a good fake, and whoever did it had the expertise required to make sure all the colour tones were consistent and the pixelation was the same across the whole image. That’s often where people make mistakes. But the problem with faking an image in a public place like a street is that there are all sorts of things like post boxes and cars that allow you to accurately gauge the height of something. The image of you was perfect down to the last pixel, but it’s the image of someone who’s six feet three, according to the backdrop. You’re three inches shorter.”

      Talia was unimpressed. “That’s great, but not something to blast across social media to make the police back down. They haven’t named Charlie yet, although the fact they’ve searched his apartment suggests they know who they’re looking for.”

      Cooper nodded his agreement. “We need to point this out to the police discreetly. Hopefully it’ll sow a seed of doubt and make them broaden the scope of their investigation.”

      “How do we do that?” said Freddy.

      “There’s no need to complicate things,” said Cooper. “I’ll just give them a call.”
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      “I was in Montenegro on holiday,” said Cooper, “but at this moment I’m on my way back to hand myself in. I have every intention of cooperating with your investigation, Detective. You can’t imagine how shocked I was to get a call from my friend telling me he’d seen a picture that looked like me on Facebook.”

      Cooper was calling from his car. He waited until the light turned green and pulled away steadily. He hadn’t picked Montenegro at random. If he said he was in Germany or France, the detective would have been able to pick up the phone and ask a local officer to send a car to pick up Cooper and drive him to London. But Montenegro was outside the EU. Relations between the Metropolitan Police and Montenegrins wouldn’t be established to the same degree, meaning that the British detective on the end of the line wouldn’t be able to validate Cooper’s story.

      “We appreciate you calling us, Mr Cooper.” The man had introduced himself as Detective Inspector Derek Newton. “We don’t want you to be alarmed by any of this. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for it all. The sooner you can get back here to have a chat with us, the better for us all.”

      Cooper could tell that Detective Newton was working hard to keep his tone light and breezy. He didn’t know that Cooper was aware of the damning DNA evidence and had clearly decided that making the whole thing seem routine and unthreatening was the best way to go. But Cooper was under no illusion that all they wanted was to ‘have a chat’. They wanted to slap a pair of handcuffs on his wrists and throw him in the cells.

      “I do have something important to tell you. That CCTV image that you put out is a fake.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s been tampered with. I agree that it’s a picture of me, but whoever made it has clearly spliced one image onto a different backdrop. Get your technical team to look at the height of the figure in the image. According to various things in the background, he’s six feet three—a full three inches taller than me.”

      “That’s very interesting,” said the detective, sounding very much as though the opposite was true. “Do you have a technical background?”

      “I’m afraid that it doesn’t take an expert to see what’s happened here. I’m partly saying this to save you some embarrassment further down the line. The Met won’t look at their best if it comes to light that they’ve been tricked by a fake. If you like, I can send a file for your technical team with the errors in the image highlighted.”

      Cooper could tell from the audio quality that Newton had put him on speaker. He could imagine the entire police team huddled around the phone, astonished that the prime suspect in a murder of this notoriety had phoned in to say that he was coming in of his own accord. Cooper knew he was right when he heard the sound in the background of someone walking into the room mid-conversation and immediately told to keep quiet.

      “We’re very grateful to you for bringing that to our attention. We’ll still need to see you in person to take a statement and have a proper chat with you about everything that’s happened, but I’m sure that we can clear this up quickly and let you go back to your holiday.”

      It was just as Cooper had expected. The detective didn’t accept Cooper’s claim about the doctored CCTV image for a second. Criminals lied to the police all the time. He still wanted Cooper locked up.

      “What time will your flight land in London?”

      “I’m driving,” said Cooper. In case they checked, he’d used a VPN to make it look as though he was currently located a hundred miles north of the coastal city of Budva. He indicated left and turned the Audi Quattro onto the Victoria Embankment. To his left, the Thames glittered weakly in the autumn sunlight. “My satnav says that I’ll hit the Channel Tunnel tomorrow evening at around 9 p.m.”

      Cooper could hear the alarm in the detective’s voice. “We’d much rather if you drove to the nearest airport and caught a flight back here. The sooner we clear this up, the sooner you can get back to your holiday. That’s the best way to look at it.”

      The other thing Cooper had learned from the call was that Newton and his colleagues in the Major Incident Team hadn’t yet got to the bottom of who Cooper was or what he did for a living. If they knew, they wouldn’t bother pretending they only wanted a friendly chat. Newton thought he was talking to an ordinary civilian, Cooper thought. He could use that to his advantage.

      “You’re breaking up a bit. There’s a tunnel ahead, so I may drop out.”

      Newton raised his voice to make himself heard, not realising that at that very moment Cooper was driving past his office. In fact, he could have looked out of his window and clapped eyes on his prime suspect.

      “I’ll send a couple of my officers to meet you off the tunnel.”

      A couple of my officers.

      A dozen armed police.

      “I’ll keep an eye out for them. But will you please look into the CCTV in the meantime?”

      “Immediately. We look forward to seeing you tomorrow night.”
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      Emil Boucher was annoyed with himself. If it was true that he was an extraordinarily demanding man, it was also true that he demanded higher standards of himself than anyone else. This had been a mistake, and he was going to have to roll up his sleeves and get into the weeds to fix it. He’d considered this exact possibility when formulating his original plan, but considered it unlikely, and now the crows—in the form of a certain Charles Cooper—were coming home to roost.

      In hindsight it seemed blindingly obvious. The risk in pinning a murder on a professional operative like Cooper was that he would evade arrest. What’s more, he’d fight tooth and nail to clear his name and would probably do a pretty good job of it. Boucher had expected that overwhelming evidence, in the form of DNA and CCTV imagery, would trigger a dawn arrest before Cooper had time to work out what was going on. At worst, he’d thought, Cooper would evade arrest at first but be picked up within hours in the back of a lorry at Dover or stowed away on a freight ship sailing from Aberdeen. Given the scale of police resources and the high-profile murder, there was simply no way he would be able to stay on the run for long.

      Yet here Boucher was, forty-eight hours after Dalrymple had fallen to his death, facing the fact that the man he had pinned the murder on was still at large. Every minute that Cooper remained a free man was a risk. He had no doubt that he’d be chasing down leads, collecting intelligence and activating his sources. It was just a matter of time before he came across something that would lead back to Boucher and his company. Far, far better to have Cooper locked up in a cell where he couldn’t do any harm.

      Boucher got up and crossed the room. From his office window, he could see the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral. Slate-grey clouds gathered on the horizon. The burner phone in his pocket vibrated. He’d recently recruited a new source inside the Metropolitan Police and had promised her a large bonus if she could get close to the investigative team.

      >> Cooper just phoned in. He’s in Montenegro. <<

      Boucher allowed himself a rare smile. No, he’s not. He’s in some shitty hotel near the M25 with his half-brother and some woman.

      His eight-strong team of former Legionnaires had staked out the restaurant where Dalrymple and Cooper had dined. It wasn’t through any stroke of genius on Boucher’s part; it was literally the only place he could think of where Cooper might go to look for evidence. Even then his team almost missed her. She looked like a snooty rich woman as she pushed through the door, but there was something about the way her demeanour changed when she stepped out of the restaurant that made his team leader, a Corsican named Albertini, suspicious.

      “She looks like she’s putting on an act, boss,” he’d said into the radio. “The way she’s practically skipping along the road as though she’s just got away with something. What do you want us to do?”

      Albertini followed her to the nearest tube station and from there for another hour until she reached a cheap hotel next to a cement factory and a shopping centre. Soon after that, the team spotted her boyfriend, Cooper’s half-brother, and for fifty quid the man at the front desk had confirmed that there was a third man up there as well.

      “Room 256,” the man had said. “Paid in cash, gave the name Williams. Anonymous-looking type.”

      The question was what to do next. Boucher gazed out of the floor-to-ceiling window. He could pass the details of the hotel to the police, but they’d proved so incompetent until now that Cooper would probably manage to evade them. Much better to slow him down before setting the police on him, like you do on a fox hunt. Let the dogs have their fun for a bit to make sure there’s no chance of the prey running off. A broken leg, a cracked rib or two, a concussion—just enough to slow him down so even the police could catch him.

      Boucher smiled.

      He hadn’t planned any of this, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy it.
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      Cooper was in a quandary. He’d noticed the first suspicious vehicle—a jet-black BMW X1 Sport—parking up opposite the hotel soon after midnight. The driver didn’t move, and in the following thirty minutes he saw another man walk along the road three times, never once carrying a supermarket bag or a newspaper or a bottle of milk or something that might explain what he was doing there. What’s more, the man never once looked directly at the hotel, even when it was in his direct line of sight. He was deliberately avoiding looking at the building, which made no sense at all unless the building was the real focus of his attention.

      That was a red flag.

      The lights were off in the hotel room, so there was no chance Cooper could be seen from the street. Freddy and Talia had both fallen asleep around eleven, but Cooper still felt wired. He was in a quandary; it felt as though he was being torn in two directions. On the one hand, he felt responsible for Freddy and Talia and wanted to get away in case this man and his team stormed the building. On the other, Cooper wanted more than anything to know whom the man was working for. He wasn’t a police officer; Cooper was sure of that. He drove the wrong sort of car, dressed in the wrong sort of clothes and wore far too many chunky rings on his fingers.

      And he presented Cooper with an opportunity: if he could make him talk, he might be able to find out who’d framed him.

      He quickly sketched out a plan. The first thing to do was clear out any trace they’d been there and get Freddy and Talia out of harm’s way. He grabbed Freddy’s foot, sticking out from beneath the blankets, and gave it a shake.

      “Come on, Freddy. Wake up.”

      While Freddy began to stir, Cooper tore the various bits of paper down from the walls and gathered up the images they’d scattered across the floor, stuffing them into his backpack. Talia had been going through the CEOs of the companies Cooper had identified, narrowing it down to a shortlist of three, and her handwritten notes filled several pages of her notebook.

      “What’s going on?” asked Freddy.

      “We’ve got company. Time to go.”

      Freddy shook Talia’s shoulder and held a finger to his lips to indicate she should be quiet. “Get your stuff,” he whispered. “We’re going.”

      She didn’t need to be told twice.

      While they got dressed and gathered what few belongings they had, Cooper stepped lightly towards the window that opened up onto the back of the hotel. He knew how these things worked. The man at the front would keep an eye on the main entrance, and the rest of the team would make sure all other potential exit points were covered.

      He looked out, evaluating his options. The hotel was an eight-storey building, and they were on the fourth floor, but at its rear the building connected directly to a low-rise shopping centre filled with clothes shops, a video game arcade, a cinema and numerous fast-food outlets. These were what interested Cooper. The area of roof stretching away from him was flat apart from two shiny, metallic vents that carried smoke from the restaurant kitchens. They would provide him with the cover he needed.

      He removed his shoes, opened the window and slid out, holding onto the frame and letting himself drop the ten feet to the rooftop below.

      His landing barely made a noise.

      In three steps he was behind the nearest vent. He crouched in the darkness, allowing his eyes and his ears to adjust. He didn’t have to wait long until he heard it, a metallic tapping noise as someone made their way in his direction across the rooftop. Once or twice the man slipped in a puddle of water, and Cooper heard a grunt of frustration as he tried to steady his footing on the slippery surface.

      Cooper was sufficiently hidden from sight that he didn’t need to do anything.

      Let him come to me. He thinks I’m still inside the room.

      The noise suggested one person.

      The team was confident they had the element of surprise on their side.

      The man slowed as he drew closer. He’d clearly thought along the same lines as Cooper, deciding that the chimney vent would offer perfect cover as he waited for signs of life in the room above.

      The man had no idea Cooper was there, which should make this very quick and easy.

      But at that very moment Freddy decided to lean out of the window and whisper into the darkness, “We’re ready to go.”

      The man reached behind him and drew out a handgun, settling into a crouch and swivelling for a glimpse of a target through the darkness.

      Cooper came out fast.

      He chopped down hard on the man’s wrist and heard the gun clatter across the metal rooftop.

      The man stepped back and brought up his fists.

      Cooper kicked the man’s knee; then, as he turned and began to fall, Cooper stepped to one side and slid an arm around the man’s exposed neck, choking off his air.

      He was unconscious in seconds.

      Cooper laid the man down on the rooftop.

      “Throw me my backpack,” he whispered up to Freddy. “And come down.”

      Talia came first, followed by Freddy. The three of them bent low as they crossed the rooftop. There was a service ladder on the far side. Cooper went down first.

      The Audi was parked nearby. He gave the keys to Freddy.

      “Bring it round here. Lights off.”

      “What are you going to do?”
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        * * *

      

      Thomas Marchand sat behind the wheel of the BMW Sport and stretched. Again. Even a spacious luxury vehicle like this one wasn’t built for men who were six feet three and as broad across the shoulders as him. Given the choice, he’d go for a Volvo XC90 or even a Kia Sportage, although he’d never admit to any of his colleagues that he’d be seen dead in a Kia.

      Not that he cared about what looked cool right now. It was closing in on 1 a.m. He was cold, and it was taking the rest of the team far longer than he liked to get into position. He’d tried to tell Albertini that he should be first pick for any team that was ordered to deliver a beating, but Albertini had just shaken his head.

      “He’s seen you in the restaurant. He sees you again and he’ll know we’ve been following him.”

      Marchand had to admit that he’d hit the jackpot with that part of the assignment. It wasn’t every day that a former Legionnaire who’d grown up in a rough estate outside Marseilles was ordered to eat in a restaurant like that. He’d had to stop himself looking astonished when he glanced at the bill at the end of the evening. £315 for two people? And they didn’t even have dessert. Albertini’s sister had accompanied him to make it look natural, but Marchand been left under no illusion that the Corsican would have a serious issue with him if he so much as thought about making a move on her.

      She’d been surprisingly good. First the target, Dalrymple, had left without even eating his steak, and soon after that, the British guy had paid the bill and walked out. Albertini’s sister didn’t waste any time, going to the toilet and on the way back picking up the man’s glass and dropping it into her bag. She was brazen about it, and nobody noticed a thing.

      His phone beeped.

      >> Status? <<

      It was from a number he didn’t recognise, but they were changing phones every day, so he didn’t think it odd.

      >> Green <<

      >> Stand by. You may be needed. <<

      Yes.

      Finally.

      He zipped up his jacket and glanced out of the window. Albertini had selected seven of them. Billy was going around the back to prevent them escaping through the window, and Albertini’s sister was going to flirt with the guy at the front desk to keep him occupied. That left four of them for the attack, but nobody thought the half-brother or his girlfriend would cause the slightest bit of trouble. Even the main guy himself—Charles something, he didn’t care—looked harmless. Albertini had insisted that they should watch out for him, but Marchand had seen him up close in the restaurant and was convinced that any of them could handle him with one hand tied behind their backs.

      His phone beeped again.

      >> Come around the back of the hotel <<

      >> On my way <<

      He got out, breathed in the cold night air and closed the car door. He crossed the road and walked at a steady pace towards the car park at the back of the building. Billy had been told to access the roof of the shopping centre, and Marchand expected to find a service ladder of some kind where he’d be waiting.

      He spotted a figure in the darkness near a loading bay. Looking around to check for onlookers, he walked towards the figure.

      It was only as he drew within a dozen feet that he realised it wasn’t Billy.

      Marchand reached for his Glock.

      Too late.

      The man stepped forward. Marchand heard another sound, that of a car engine idling. An Audi Quattro emerged slowly from the darkness.

      Charles Cooper smiled and raised a Sig.

      “Let’s go and have a chat, shall we, Mr Banks?”
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      “I’ve never met the man,” protested Marchand, straining to pull his hands free from the tightly knotted rope behind his back. “I get my orders, and I follow them, and that’s all.”

      Cooper slapped him with an open hand. “If you keep trying to get your hands free, I’m going to cut your wrists with a razor blade, rub in some salt, then tie the knot even tighter. Do you understand? I’m not in the mood to mess around.”

      Marchand stopped moving.

      Cooper suspected he’d been wriggling out of instinct rather than any expectation he’d be able to pull them free. He’d secured Marchand’s hands using what was known as a ‘hobble knot’: two adjustable loops that tightened around the wrists. It was often used to restrain an animal and would be impossible for Marchand to pull his hands free.

      “You just follow orders,” said Cooper. “Tell me how that works.”

      He wanted to get the answers to his questions as quickly as possible, with as little violence as possible. He could sense that there was an understanding in the air between the two of them; they recognised a similar quality in each other.

      “First there’s a text message,” said Marchand. “We meet somewhere. A car park, a lay-by—that sort of thing. Albertini gives us the instructions, and we follow them.” He shrugged and winced in pain. He’d struggled briefly when Cooper opened the car boot and had learned in less than a minute that putting up a fight with him was pointless. “I don’t know what else I can say.”

      They were in the garage of an unoccupied bungalow just under a mile from the hotel. Cooper had identified a number of empty properties from an estate agent’s website, picked the lock of the one he liked the best and let himself into the garage, opening the metal door from the inside and leaving it open a crack so that when he pulled into the driveway with Marchand in the boot, Talia was able to jump out and let them in. There was always a chance that a neighbour had seen them, but Cooper was willing to take that chance. They wouldn’t be there for long.

      “How many jobs have you been involved in?”

      “Six. Nobody told me the details, but I got the sense they lost a man on a job overseas, and I was brought in as a replacement.”

      “Who’s the trigger man?” asked Cooper. “Always Albertini?”

      Marchand had already rattled off the names of the other team members, at least the ones he knew.

      “Never Albertini. Until we got to the latest one—Dalrymple—it was always the same person.”

      “Who killed Dalrymple?”

      Marchand glanced away.

      Cooper took one of Marchand’s fingers and snapped it at the knuckle.

      Marchand cursed.

      “You’ve got nine more,” Cooper said.

      “Me,” he muttered. “I did him.”

      “You threw him from the window?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he struggle?”

      “A bit.”

      Marchand instinctively rolled his left shoulder. Cooper caught sight of scratch marks at the base of his neck.

      “Who did the others?”

      “Always the boss. The rest of us would do surveillance. It was easy money.”

      “Wait,” said Cooper. “The person paying you did them himself?”

      “Yes. He insisted. We just made sure it went down the way he wanted.”

      Cooper controlled his surprise. He’d assumed that whoever was responsible had set a team loose to hunt down his targets. But Marchand was telling him something quite different.

      The man in charge had committed the murders.

      Cooper found himself thinking about the Bret Easton Ellis book he’d read at college and how mergers and acquisitions became murders and executions.

      “Two minutes,” Cooper said. “I’ll be watching you.” He nodded to a phone propped up on a table, its green light indicating that it was in video-call mode. He went into the empty kitchen next door, where Talia and Freddy were hunched over the other phone, watching every question and answer.

      Cooper had been careful to make sure that Marchand hadn’t seen either of them. He would’ve known that someone else was driving the Audi, but he’d had a bag over his head as he went into the boot, and only Cooper had been involved in dragging him into the house and tying him in the chair.

      “The key information here is the dates of travel,” Talia said, pulling out her laptop and powering it up. “The diving accident in Sinai was on the fourth of March, and the other executive was killed at a conference in Utah late last August, if my memory is right. We need to work out which of the CEOs on the shortlist were abroad then.” She tapped the keyboard. “This one was at a shareholders’ conference in August, so we can rule him out. There’s nothing on social media for any of the others, as you’d expect. This one posted a picture of him surfing with his son in Cornwall, but the picture could have been taken at any time, so I think we should discount that as evidence.” She sat back in the chair and shook her head in frustration. “Passport data, that’s what we need. Travel data.”

      “I may have an idea,” said Freddy. “Those people who took apart that fake CCTV image might be able to pull the data. UK information might be tricky, but Egypt? It’s worth a look. A poorer country with a lot of corruption? We’d have to pay for the data, but I know that it doesn’t usually cost more than a few hundred pounds to buy an entire database.”

      “Do it.”

      He turned to go back to the hallway and the garage where Marchand was tied up.

      “Charlie?” said Talia.

      “Yes?”

      “I…” Talia breathed deeply and sat back in the chair. “Never mind.”

      “No—say it.”

      She shook her head.

      “You don’t want me to hurt him anymore.”

      If he’d been operating on his own, Cooper wouldn’t have hesitated for a second. They’d driven past a patch of dense woodland on their way to the house, and Cooper had caught himself instinctively evaluating the wood as a dump site. But the involvement of Freddy and Talia made that impossible. It was one thing to take that sort of risk upon himself, but another to implicate two of the closest people to him in a murder.

      “I’m not going to hurt him.”

      “What are you going to do?”
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      Detective Inspector Derek Newton was panicking. His promotion six months earlier had been a controversial one, given the fact that he had been a fast-track graduate entrant with little operational experience. The selection panel of senior officers had been very clear that they expected results and would hold him to the highest standards.

      “You’ll need to win over the rank and file,” the deputy commissioner had advised him in a hushed conversation outside her office. “Not just them. There are senior officers who have doubts about you. The best way to prove them all wrong? Deliver results.”

      Given the high-profile nature of Kristof Dalrymple’s death and the subsequent tabloid coverage, Newton’s superiors had given him access to every resource imaginable. Fifteen detectives had been reassigned to his team, and the police laboratory had been told to fast-track any physical evidence he uncovered. He had more surveillance teams on standby than he knew what to do with, and he’d already been asked three times that morning if he needed a helicopter to assist with the manhunt.

      In return for that, they wanted the whole thing wrapped up by yesterday. At the start of the investigation, Newton had entertained fantasies of his chief suspect, Charles Cooper, being detained as a result of his own brilliance.

      This’ll be the case that validates my promotion and establishes my reputation. There’s even a chance that I’ll be promoted again.

      But then the investigation—which had started so well, with the discovery of DNA and CCTV evidence—had run into quicksand. Cooper wasn’t in his apartment, and surveillance teams crawling over the capital failed to locate him. Then they got a hit on his passport, showing that he’d travelled into Europe just before they went public with his picture. Newton’s team had been on the phone constantly with European counterparts, but as they didn’t know what vehicle he was using, there wasn’t much they could do. They agreed to watch out for any use of his credit cards, but beyond that, they were waiting for further guidance from London.

      And Newton didn’t know what to tell them.

      Until Cooper called in out of the blue and he was able to breathe easy again. It wasn’t a flashy outcome, but with the way things had been going, he’d be more than happy to have Cooper hand himself in. It might not get him a promotion, but he couldn’t afford to look a gift horse in the mouth. He could salvage things by having two armed teams waiting at Dover for Cooper to arrive. There’d be bodycam footage of the arrest, and if that was leaked to the press, it would make the Met look good, which was all his bosses really wanted.

      “Sir?”

      One of Newton’s junior detectives had been trying to get his attention.

      “Not now,” he said, barely concealing his impatience.

      His team had plotted Cooper’s likely route through Europe on his way from Montenegro to London, and, as of several hours ago, Cooper should have crossed a border into one of those countries with which the Met had good relations. The Austrians and the Germans had both promised to look out for Cooper’s vehicle on their automatic licence plate recognition systems, but they didn’t know what he was driving. It wasn’t his own car; they’d found it behind his apartment block.

      “Sir?”

      The junior detective tried to get his attention again.

      “Not now.”

      The problems didn’t stop there. Newton had rolled his eyes when Cooper claimed on the phone that the CCTV image of him was a fake, but it turned out that he was right. They’d had to release a statement withdrawing the image and asking media outlets to stop using it, which was embarrassing enough, but some of those outlets had worked out it was a fake themselves and were using it to put the boot in. A no-name Liberal Democrat MP was even calling for a widespread review of CCTV evidence in light of what she called ‘police incompetence’.

      At least they had the DNA swabs, or so he had thought. His boss had gone over his head to ask the lab to review its findings, and apparently they were now saying that there were ‘anomalous qualities’ to the samples they had taken. The crime-scene technicians had even been sent back to Dalrymple’s town house and discovered a fourth partial DNA sample that definitely wasn’t Cooper’s. It turned out to belong to a French mercenary on the Interpol watchlist.

      Newton rubbed his head.

      This had all looked so straightforward at the start.

      But now it was looking like a right royal mess.

      “I’m sorry, sir. This is really important.”

      “Bloody hell,” Newton said. “What is it?”

      “A man has just been found in the staff car park with his hands tied behind his back. He was sitting in your spot, sir.”

      “What?”

      “He has a sign around his neck. ‘My name is Thomas Marchand, and I got these scratches on my neck when I killed Kristof Dalrymple.’”
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      Talia frowned. “For two people on the run, this feels like the most counter-intuitive thing we could be doing. Are you really sure it’s a good idea to put these on?”

      She reluctantly took the high-vis jacket that Cooper was offering her.

      “Sometimes the best place to hide is in plain sight,” he said. He was wearing his own neon jacket and holding a clipboard. “Follow me.”

      He pulled back the edge of the metal fence and led Talia into the courtyard at the front of a large, grey, abandoned five-storey building at the edge of Hammersmith. There was a constant dull roar of traffic from the nearby A4, and vehicles on the narrow road running past the property were at a standstill because of roadworks. Signs declared that the site was dangerous and awaiting demolition, warning trespassers that security personnel with dogs routinely patrolled the property.

      Cooper cast a discreet glance backwards. Just as he’d anticipated, not a single pedestrian or driver was paying them the slightest bit of attention.

      “See?” he said to Talia. “People just assume you’re doing something official.”

      “What about the security patrols?” she asked.

      “I know this place,” he said. “It’s been like this—waiting to be demolished—for three years now. I looked it up one day out of curiosity. It’s been bought by an Emirati wealth fund to be transformed into a luxury hotel, but locals have been arguing that it’s got a local heritage value. Security comes round four times a day, but they just walk the ground floor and then leave. They’ve got dozens of other properties they’re supposed to be monitoring too, so they can’t afford to hang around.”

      Recent developments had forced Cooper’s hand. After dropping a bound and gagged Thomas Marchand outside New Scotland Yard, the police knew that Cooper was in London and that his phone call from Montenegro had been a delaying tactic. Marchand would have been able to identify that the vehicle Marchand was driven in was an Audi Quattro, so Cooper had dumped it that morning outside an East London scrap-metal yard that was notorious as a hub for stolen vehicles. It would already be on the back of a lorry destined for Europe. The police would also know that Cooper had taken Marchand to an empty house and, as a result, would be prioritising calls from members of the public informing them of strange noises in neighbouring properties.

      All that was what had brought Cooper here, to the former brewery in Hammersmith. It was as good a place to hide as any.

      Cooper took a metal spike from inside his high-vis jacket and used it to prise back a piece of plywood. They were in.

      “Let’s go upstairs,” said Cooper.

      Once they had found an empty room upstairs with good visibility of the street, Talia opened her laptop.

      “I’ve whittled it down to a shortlist of three,” she said, getting straight down to business. “Ultimately, if Freddy’s friends come through, that travel data will tell us for sure who on my list travelled to Egypt at the time of the murder there, and that’ll be confirmation. But my shortlist is based on what I’ve been able to discover from open-source data: media interviews, profiles, entries in Who’s Who.”

      “That’s just PR fluff,” said Cooper, looking sceptical.

      “Agreed,” said Talia. “But that doesn’t mean we won’t find anything useful.” She took a moment to gather her thoughts, looking for the best way to lay out her findings. “The first thing to say is that psychopathy isn’t a formal clinical condition. It’s just a shorthand for a lot of other things.”

      “Lack of empathy, manipulative tendencies, superficial charm,” Cooper said.

      She saw that Cooper was about to say something and held up a hand to stop him. “I know what you’re going to say. And you’d be right. All successful CEOs are manipulative and charming. They’ve found a way to switch off their empathy so they can make the decisions that are best for the companies they run. That’s the reason that I’ve focussed primarily on risk. Whoever this person is, they’ve got a huge appetite for it—an appetite that was not being satisfied by normal life. To satisfy this appetite for risk, they’ve turned to killing.”

      “Okay,” Cooper said. “I can go with that.”

      “The desire for risk hasn’t just emerged out of nowhere. It’s always been there, but they’ve been able to suppress it by engaging in other high-risk activities. One of the three is a downhill skier; another one does a bungee jump every year for charity,” she said. “These are normal risk appetites. The high end of normal, perhaps, but normal, nonetheless. But the third? Something different. He was involved in a driving accident in his teens in which a friend of his was killed. It’s alleged that he was driving in excess of a hundred. And there’s more. He was a huge early investor in Bitcoin at the point that everyone was saying it was going nowhere.” She counted the points off on her fingers. “One of his ex-wives stated in their divorce case that he was serially unfaithful to her, and that his favourite thing was to bring his girlfriends into the family home because the thrill of getting caught turned him on. She also said he beat a badger in their garden to death with a spade.”

      She turned the computer screen to face Cooper.

      “I could go on, Charlie,” she said. “The things he’s done aren’t just a little bit riskier than the others, they’re a lot riskier. Even the way he runs his business is totally different to anyone else. Competitors say that it’s impossible to predict his next move because he doesn’t think like a normal person. There were rumours a few years back that someone in his accounts department was planning to blow the whistle on a company-wide tax-avoidance strategy, but that person just upped and vanished one day. No one knew what happened to him.”

      A face filled the computer screen. Despite the man’s smile, there was something chilling about his pale green eyes, devoid of any feeling.

      Cooper heard the sound of metal scraping on stone and looked out the window, watching as Freddy pulled back the metal fence and walked across the courtyard to the building. Cooper had told him to buy a high-vis jacket from a nearby building supplier first, but in his excitement Freddy must have forgotten.

      Cooper bit down on his frustration. It meant that they would have to move. He could see that Freddy had already caught the attention of a passing traffic warden, who was speaking into her radio. It might be nothing; it might be unconnected to Freddy. She might be reporting the people carrier parked on a double yellow line. But he couldn’t take the chance.

      Freddy’s footsteps echoed around the empty stairwell.

      “Got it,” he said, appearing at the open doorway with a smile stretching across his face. “We got the Egyptian travel data from the Dark Web and matched it to your list.”

      “Emil Boucher?”

      The look of surprise on Freddy’s face told Cooper that they’d found their man.
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      Cooper watched as two police officers on the street outside spoke to the traffic warden, casting the occasional glance at the deserted building where Cooper, Freddy and Talia were working. It was hard to read the body language from this distance. It was clear that the traffic warden thought that Freddy had looked suspicious, but it was also clear that the police officers didn’t have the highest opinion of the traffic warden’s judgement.

      Freddy and Talia were bent over her laptop. There was something about their easy familiarity and obvious affection for each other that Cooper envied. He’d had girlfriends over the years, and some of them had even been serious, but there always came a point where he found it impossible to continue with the relationship. It was partly the secrecy. Everything he did professionally was out of bounds, meaning that he had to make up lies to hide the fact that he’d been overseas on a clandestine mission. He would sometimes return from these jobs weighed down by pressure, exhaustion and stress, but instead of unburdening himself to his partner, he had to come up with a cover story that would convince her. He could do it; that wasn’t the problem. He had dozens of cover stories that he’d developed over the years: he was a management consultant; he worked in the diamond trade; he advised a wealthy South African family.

      The problem was that he didn’t want to do it. He didn’t want to give half of himself to someone. He’d resolved that at some future point he would give this life up and settle down, but, until then, he’d operate on his own.

      The sound of metal scraping against stone jolted him from his train of thought. The older of the two police officers was going first, while the second one spoke on her radio to let her colleagues know they were going to check out the abandoned building.

      “Pack up,” Cooper said.

      He was going to have to part company with Freddy and Talia. They’d been amazing. More than that, they’d saved his life. Freddy’s contacts, together with Talia’s brains, had helped him follow the trail to Thomas Marchand and Emil Boucher.

      And he would miss Freddy’s ability to lighten the mood.

      But the two police officers walking across the courtyard towards the building entrance proved that this wasn’t sustainable. Moving around central London as a group of three was just too difficult. One person—one with Cooper’s abilities and training—could remain below the radar. He knew what police officers looked for. But Freddy and Talia weren’t professionals, and both of them had made mistakes. Talia had led a surveillance team to the hotel, and now Freddy had led the police to him.

      “We’ll have to leave via the stairs at the back,” he said.

      “Is it the police?” asked Talia.

      “Community support officers. We’ll need to be quick.”

      The last thing he wanted was to lay hands on either of the officers, but he could see that they’d already found the plywood board that he’d popped loose.

      “Hello?” he heard one of them shout up the stairs, his voice echoing off the bare concrete walls and floors. “Is there anyone up there?”

      Cooper looked around. On one side of the room was a pile of rubble from a wall that had been knocked through. Taking two of the large pieces, Cooper edged towards the stairwell. Getting as close as he could without being seen, he unleashed a loud string of obscenities down the stairwell, following up with the two hefty chunks of concrete, which smashed into dozens of pieces as they contacted the wall.

      Terms of engagement for CSOs were different to fully fledged police officers. Cooper knew that faced with a potential risk of this kind, they’d be required to radio for backup, giving him enough time to get Freddy and Talia to safety.

      “Come on, let’s go,” he said, grabbing the laptop and leading them along the length of the building to a narrow set of stairs at the far end. At the bottom was an old fire exit that yielded quickly to Cooper’s boot, and within seconds they had scaled the wall at the back of the site and were clambering through a narrow patch of woodland that led to a busy road.

      Cooper flagged down the first black cab that passed. He ushered Freddy and Talia in first and then closed the door.

      “Wait,” said Freddy. “What are you doing? Aren’t you coming with us?”

      “You’ve given me back my life. I mean it—I couldn’t have done this without you both. I won’t forget that. But I’ve got to do the last mile on my own.”

      Freddy started to object, but Talia put her hand on his shoulder and pulled him back into his seat.

      “You’ve always said you wanted to show me where you two grew up,” she said. “There’s not going to be a better opportunity than this.”

      A chorus of horns started up behind them. The driver turned. “Can’t stay here. You can make up your mind where you’re going later, but are we going somewhere or not?”

      Cooper tapped the roof of the cab and stepped away, waving as the cab turned a corner and disappeared from sight.

      He had work to do.
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      Cooper had seen plenty of well-protected houses in London, but the five-storey Chelsea townhouse belonging to Emil Boucher was among the most impenetrable.

      First there were the cameras, standard for any London property worth over five million, but arranged around the exterior of the property in such numbers that every conceivable angle of approach was covered by at least three of them. There was a separate, integrated camera and intercom system beside the gate that opened onto the street, and another for anyone who got through that and made it to the front door. The windows had the distinctive sheen that came with bullet-resistant thickness, and the metal shutters pulled down to protect them would have withstood a sledgehammer attack. A sloping driveway led to a gated parking area beneath the house, meaning that Boucher’s vehicles were just as difficult to reach.

      Cooper could see the house from the front, but occupied properties on either side meant that it would be difficult to circle around to the back. In any case, Google satellite imagery along with planning designs submitted to the local council showed a twenty-foot wall, and Cooper had no doubt that it would be topped with coils of razor wire and sensors. A single pile of fresh dog excrement on the lawn suggested that dog patrols were in regular operation.

      The house was going to be a hard target, so Cooper needed another opportunity to get in front of Boucher.

      He walked to the high street, bought a coffee and got out his phone.

      “Boucher Enterprises,” the woman said when she answered the call he placed.

      “My name’s Philip Langston,” said Cooper. “I’m a producer at the BBC. We’re doing a series on inspirational business leaders and wondered if we could schedule a call with Mr Boucher to sound out his interest in participating.”

      “I’ll put you through to his PA. Hold the line, please.”

      This was what was known in the trade as a fishing expedition. Although Cooper didn’t have a clear objective in mind, the call would tell him something about Boucher’s company: its professionalism, protocols and security practices, as well as the possibility that he might be able to wheedle some useful information out of them.

      Cooper remembered an old MI6 trainer: You never know until you’ve tried. Catch the right person on the wrong day and doors can just miraculously slide open.

      “Hello, can I help?”

      It was another woman. Cooper was halfway through repeating his line about the BBC when she cut him off.

      “Mr Boucher doesn’t do any press.”

      “He’s done interviews in the past.”

      “He’s not doing them now.”

      “Not even for a prime-time slot? It’ll be high profile.”

      “He’s not interested.”

      “That’s fine. I appreciate you being so straightforward. Can I just take your name, please, so I can cross Boucher Enterprises off my list?”

      “Emily.”

      “Thank you. Have a great day.”

      Cooper might have struck out on his first attempt, but he had another angle he could try.

      He called back to the reception.

      “This is Philip Langston from the BBC again. I just spoke to Emily in Mr Boucher’s office. We’ve arranged to film some shots of him arriving in the lobby tomorrow morning, but we got cut off before she could tell me what time that is.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “That’s right.”

      Cooper heard the tapping of a keyboard.

      “I think there’s been some confusion. Mr Boucher’s travelling. Just give me a moment, will you?”

      The receptionist pressed the phone to her shoulder. Her voice was muffled, but Cooper could still make out some of her words.

      “Back to France? Do you know what time?”

      The answer was inaudible save one word: “Nine.”

      She came back on the line. “Yes, he’s travelling. Emily must’ve got her wires crossed.”

      No harm pushing this as far as it would go.

      “I know he’s very busy, so we’re more than happy to work around his schedule to make this happen.”

      “I’m sorry—he’s leaving tonight.”

      “Thanks for your help,” said Cooper.

      He hung up.

      That was why the metal shutters on his house were down. Boucher was about to leave the country.

      Shit.
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      Cooper’s phone rang.

      “Global Logistics,” said the woman on the other end of the line. “Hold for the MD, please.”

      Cooper waited.

      “Eleven,” said Control, “status?”

      “Clear,” said Cooper.

      “Pleased to hear it. I’ve been following your case with interest.”

      Everything Control did had a clear reason and purpose; Cooper knew that. He didn’t make calls like this on the basis of idle curiosity or a passing whim. Cooper knew what that meant: there’d been a development.

      “I have some good news for you. The police have dropped all charges against you. They still want to speak to you as a witness, given that you dined with Dalrymple the night before his death, but they’ve formally charged Thomas Marchand with the murder of Kristof Dalrymple based on the discovery of Marchand’s DNA underneath Dalrymple’s fingernails and of Dalrymple’s DNA in a wound on Marchand’s neck.”

      Cooper exhaled, feeling a knot of tension in his back immediately loosen. “That’s good news, sir.”

      Cooper was sitting in the empty bandstand in Battersea Park. The air around him swirled with autumn leaves, and he watched as two boys on BMX bikes practised jumps.

      “They still have questions about the way that Marchand was, shall we say, ‘delivered’ to them, but he’s refusing to talk. He’s refusing to say anything, in fact.”

      “What about the person who ordered Dalrymple’s murder?”

      “The police would like nothing more than to get to the bottom of that. The senior investigating officer is a relatively new lead detective called Derek Newton. He’s been in a full-blown panic for the past week. I’ve been told he’s delighted to have Marchand in custody, but that he knows he’s only done half the job.”

      “I might be able to help him with the other half.”

      Control chuckled.

      “Marchand was hired muscle,” said Cooper. “To leave things as they stand would be to leave them unfinished. The man they really want is Emil Boucher. He’s the owner of an arms company called Boucher Enterprises. His initial plan was to make us kill Dalrymple on the basis of the faked intelligence they’d planted over the past six months. All of those things in the file, all of the intelligence suggesting that he was a Russian agent—all fake. But when I concluded that he was innocent and let him walk, Marchand was ordered to step in and do it. He deserves to go down for this. But he’s not the one pulling the strings.”

      The two boys whooped and hollered on their BMXs. Cooper wondered where Freddy and Talia were at this moment.

      “And you want to wrap this up properly?”

      “Yes, sir. Boucher may well consider me a loose end in all this, and I don’t want to have to look over my shoulder. There’s also my brother and his girlfriend to consider. They helped me, and they can’t get blowback. Boucher has resources. He’s obviously dangerous. I’d like to put this to rest.”

      “You’ve just got off the hook for one murder,” Control said. “I don’t want you implicated in another.”

      “Sir, I⁠—”

      “No, Eleven. You do not have my permission to kill him. Is that clear?”

      Cooper glanced at his watch. There were just over ninety minutes left before Boucher was due to leave the country, and he still didn’t know how he would be travelling.

      He stood up.

      “Crystal clear. But to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t thinking about killing him. I have a better idea.”
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      Cooper walked up to the townhouse where Nathan Wiley worked. He hadn’t let himself dwell on it while he was on the run, but there’d been moments—quiet ones—when he’d wondered if his time with the Group was up. He’d never doubted he’d catch the people who set him up. But proving it to the police? That was something else entirely. Once the system got its teeth into you, it rarely let go.

      Now, five days after Dalrymple’s death, he was walking London’s streets again.

      A free man.

      It felt good.

      Wiley was upstairs at his desk, headphones clamped to his ears. He wasn’t smoking, but the air was thick with the smell of old cigarettes. Cooper guessed there was a full ashtray hidden in one of the drawers.

      He nudged Wiley’s chair.

      Wiley jumped, tugged off the headphones, and turned. “Bloody hell,” he said. “Back from the dead.”

      Cooper pulled up a chair. “How much do you know?”

      “Enough,” Wiley said. “Cleared your name?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “We were told to keep our distance,” Wiley said. “Strict orders.”

      “Not a problem. I wouldn’t have wanted you dragged into it.”

      “The restriction was lifted last night.”

      “Good timing.”

      Wiley smiled. “How can I help?”

      “Two questions, both urgent. One—how quickly would you be able to get into a company’s financial records? The good stuff, I mean—not the whitewashed records they submit to the revenue, but the ones that show what they’ve really got hidden away.”

      “This about Boucher Enterprises?”

      “Might be.”

      Wiley glanced around, checking the room was empty, then reached down and slid open a desk drawer.

      “I had orders to stay out of it,” he said. “And—officially—I did.” He pulled out a buff folder and set it on the desk. “But that didn’t stop me keeping an eye on things. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to run my own investigation.” He tapped the folder. “Call it a hypothetical. Just in case we got the green light later. Thought it’d be smart to have a head start.”

      “And?” asked Cooper.

      Wiley took a packet of Benson and Hedges from his shirt pocket and lit one, reaching over to lift the sash window a crack.

      “Boucher has been clever. There’s nothing in his personal or corporate financial records that links him to Carlos Albertini or any of the Legionnaires he was using. I’ve checked the crime scene reports for the dead men and women, and there’s no forensics that would point to them. All of his targets worked in the arms sector, but they were of different grades and performed different roles, so you’d be hard pushed to prove that they were all carried out by the same person.”

      He handed the file to Cooper. “It’s all here.”

      “Financial records?”

      “There’s corporate malfeasance on a massive scale. I went through the company records, and there’s a lot there that would land the company in hot water if it came to light. But that won’t help you. That’s not going to help you get him locked up for murder.”

      Cooper tapped the file on his knee and looked out of the window.

      “What was your second question?” asked Nathan.

      “How does Boucher normally travel?”

      “How do you think? Private jet. Why?”

      “He’s leaving the country tonight.”

      Wiley turned back to the keyboard. “He is. The flight plan’s been filed.”

      “Going where?”

      “A private airfield outside Paris.”

      “Leaving from?”

      “Biggin Hill. He’s been keeping his plane there for the past six months, but before that, it was in Farnborough. Want a picture of it?”

      He turned back to the computer and began to look for the right file. When he didn’t get an answer, he turned around.

      “Charlie? Are you thinking about Boucher?”

      Cooper was still gazing out of the window.

      “No,” he said. “I’m thinking about Al Capone.”
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      Emil Boucher sat back in the leather seat of his Rolls-Royce and looked out of the window. The skies were clear and blue—a perfect day for flying—but his mood couldn’t have been more sombre.

      He’d had an emergency meeting with his lawyers that morning. They had spent the previous twenty-four hours combing through every scrap of paperwork tied to Boucher and his company: bank records, phone logs, encrypted messages. They’d been at pains to reassure him there wasn’t a single piece of evidence that might implicate him in any criminal activity.

      He hadn’t mentioned murder. He couldn’t. But it was still a small comfort to know that, in all his dealings over the past two years—including his arrangements with Albertini and the killings themselves—he hadn’t left a trace that pointed back to him.

      One of the lawyers had tried to widen the conversation and raised previous concerns: unpaid tax, questionable accounting practices from 2015 to 2020, and irregularities with certain export licences. It was the kind of fishing expedition lawyers embarked on when they were nervous and looking for cover. Boucher had shut it down immediately. He made it clear he didn’t want to hear another word about any of it, and they’d known better than to push.

      They’d served their purpose. It was what he’d expected to hear from them. He’d made sure to communicate only with Albertini, never any of his men, and even then, Albertini didn’t know his name. Payments had been made in cryptocurrency and were untraceable; their communications were conducted via encrypted messaging apps on mobiles that weren’t registered to them.

      Boucher touched his pocket to check that he still had his phone with him.

      He still had one message to send: he would warn Albertini that his life—as well as those of his sister and elderly parents—would be at risk if he ever dreamed of speaking of the things he’d done.

      That would be it. He’d dump the phone, and the line connecting him to the murders would be severed.

      So why was he in such a foul mood?

      More than anything was the feeling that he’d been beaten. His was a complex plan that had taken months to perfect. But the government hadn’t taken his carefully prepared bait and killed Dalrymple themselves. Cooper had seen through the lies to the truth. What was worse, though, was that the evidence incriminating Cooper that Boucher had manufactured had been shown to be false.

      And now it was Boucher fleeing the country.

      It had been meant to be Cooper being bundled into the back of a police van.

      He pressed a button to speak to his driver. “How long?”

      “There’s a bit of congestion ahead, sir. Thirty minutes.”

      He turned the situation over, searching for angles, pressure points, a way to reassert control. It wasn’t the first time he’d taken a hit. Early on, there had been setbacks: rivals undercutting him, staff siphoning sensitive data, even a fire that gutted a warehouse and took a million pounds of stock with it.

      But he hadn’t folded. He’d adapted.

      Each time, he’d come back harder and sharper.

      More willing to do what others wouldn’t.

      This was no different. He’d go to ground in the south of France.

      He’d think. He’d plan. And then he’d get to work.

      He already had the list: three names.

      The Israeli woman came first.

      Then her boyfriend, the half-brother.

      And then Cooper.

      It wouldn’t be straightforward. Boucher wasn’t naïve. Once the woman was gone, the others would know what was coming. But he had a solution for that, too. Her death would look like an accident. And before the grief had time to settle, he’d take the second one out.

      Cooper would be the challenge. Taking him down would take time. But Boucher had plenty of that. It would take money, too, but Boucher was willing to spend every last penny to get what he wanted.

      The Rolls turned off the road and passed through the gates of the private airfield. His driver had the paperwork. Clearance took less than a minute.

      His mood lifted as he caught sight of the Beechcraft Bonanza V35, the scarlet paintjob gleaming in the light.

      He pressed the button.

      “Stop here,” he said.

      He pulled the canvas holdall from the boot and walked across the tarmac toward the aircraft.
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      Boucher climbed into the cabin and pulled the stairs up behind him. He took a moment to scan the interior. The seats were pristine. The galley was stocked. A faint trace of pine polish hung in the air. Someone had followed instructions.

      Good.

      He was about to head for the cockpit when a voice stopped him.

      “Beautiful aircraft. You must be proud.”

      It came from one of the forward seats, facing away.

      Boucher froze.

      He dropped his bag, reached inside, and pulled out the Glock. Kept it low, by his thigh. He moved forward, cautious, until he could see the man’s profile.

      “I flew one of the old Beechcrafts once. Nairobi to Mogadishu. But this is a different league.”

      Boucher’s eyes narrowed. “Mr Cooper?”

      Cooper turned slightly, ran a hand along the walnut armrest. “Didn’t seem right, you leaving the country before we’d had a proper chat.”

      Boucher said nothing. His brain worked fast. Cooper didn’t look armed, but that meant nothing. And something about him felt off. He was controlled. The photos hadn’t captured that.

      Albertini had said Cooper wouldn’t be a problem. That he was done.

      But here he was, sitting on Boucher’s plane like he owned it.

      “Sit down,” Cooper said.

      Boucher bristled, but he held his temper. He sat opposite, the Glock resting on his knee, pointed at Cooper’s chest.

      He examined Cooper carefully. No telltale bulges or mic wires. But devices were so small now. Hidden in a watch, maybe. His shoe.

      It had to be a setup.

      Cooper smiled. “I’m not wired. And I’m not here to make you confess. I already know what happened.”

      “So what do you want?”

      “Some advice,” said Cooper. “We both have experience with death, don’t we?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Cooper waved that off. “Come on, Emil. You can’t kid a kidder.”

      Boucher tensed. He wasn’t used to being spoken to like that. Not even close.

      “Here’s a tip,” said Cooper. “You want to do this, do it yourself. Eight ex-Legionnaires? Come on. They were laughing at you, by the way. You played it tough while they did the work. That’s not strength, Emil. That’s theatre.”

      Boucher said nothing, but the muscles in his jaw shifted. He’d planned every move for two years. He took the risks no one else would. So what if others handled the logistics? That didn’t take away from what he’d accomplished.

      “My second tip is connected to the first. If you can’t avoid hiring help, find smarter people. Marchand sang like a canary. You were careful not to leave a trail, and you did well. But that’s you—you didn’t think about Albertini. Phone records. Crypto transfers. You know where he found his men? Online forums for ex-military. The kind of things the authorities will dig into when they start looking for real. And if they don’t…”

      Cooper leaned in, eyes steady. “I might take a page from your book. Maybe I’ll fabricate something. But the difference between me and you is that I’ll make it stick.”

      Boucher felt the sweat in his palm making the butt of the Glock slippery. He needed to cool off. “I’ve got a long flight,” he said evenly. “We’re done.”

      “Not quite. One last bit of advice. You should learn from history. You’ve got potential. You like killing. There’s a career in that, if you don’t make the same old mistakes.”

      “This is nonsense⁠—”

      “Take Al Capone. Wealthy. Violent. Charismatic, at least in his own way. Bludgeoned three men to death with a bat over dinner. But do you know what brought him down?”

      Boucher said nothing.

      “Tax evasion.”

      “And?”

      Cooper cocked his head. “You hear that, Mr Boucher?”

      Boucher paused. There was something… faint.

      A wail, in the distance. Growing louder.

      Sirens.

      He looked at Cooper and realised what was happening.

      Cooper had stalled him.

      He raised the gun.
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      Cooper caught Boucher’s wrist and shoved it upward. The shot punched into the padded roof. He twisted hard, dragging the arm back down, smashing Boucher’s forearm against the walnut armrest. Then Cooper wrenched it lower still until Boucher felt something give. A sharp snap.

      The Glock dropped to the carpet.

      Cooper kicked it across the cabin.

      Boucher lunged from his seat, head down, and drove Cooper backwards toward the cockpit. Pain surged from his shattered wrist, but adrenaline kept him moving. He swung with his good arm, using the confined space to his advantage. He had the weight, the reach, and the size. Cooper was smaller and quicker, but Boucher was betting on brute force.

      He threw a punch and missed.

      His fist slammed into the cabin wall.

      The shock jolted through his arm.

      He turned fast, leading with his elbow. But Cooper wasn’t there. He was already moving. He weaved through the narrow cabin, pivoting, ducking, slipping just out of reach. No wasted motion. No effort that didn’t serve a purpose.

      Boucher swung again and missed again.

      His breathing turned ragged.

      He backed off, chest heaving. The sirens were louder now. Close.

      Boucher realised that Cooper was still playing him. He wasn’t struggling. He wasn’t even winded.

      He was waiting.

      Playing for time.

      Boucher’s injured arm hung uselessly at his sides.

      He was cornered. The fight was over.

      “Let me go,” he said. “I’ll pay you.”

      Cooper didn’t reply.

      “I’m serious,” Boucher said. “Name your price. What’ll it take?”

      Cooper walked to the window and looked out. Flashing lights strobed across the tarmac. The police were almost here.

      “Please,” Boucher said.

      Cooper turned. “You know what they say, Emil. There are only two certainties in life.”

      He opened the cabin door and lowered the steps as the police cars pulled up beside the plane.

      “Death and taxes. Count yourself lucky only one of them’s coming for you today.”

    

  







            EPILOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






LISBON, PORTUGAL

        

      

    

    
      Cooper sat on the low wall next to Talia, watching as Freddy—somehow staying upright on his board—navigated the thundering waves that crashed onto the Praio Do Guincho beach just outside Lisbon. The swell was rough, the kind that would throw most people in seconds.

      “It’s both over and not over,” Cooper explained, enjoying the feel of the sunshine on his face.

      “Boucher?”

      “Corporate fraud, tax evasion. The paperwork we passed on gave them plenty of cover to move. They were glad to have something—anything—once we pointed them toward the murders. They’ll find something that connects him to Dalrymple and the others.”

      “So he’s in prison?”

      “Not yet. Passport confiscated, grounded for now. But with his resources, that doesn’t mean much.”

      Talia nodded, processing the unwelcome news with a sombre expression on her face. The strong wind whipped her brown hair across her face.

      “I thought you should know,” Cooper said.

      “I was hoping they’d link him to the murders directly.”

      “They will.”

      Cooper didn’t want to get into the details, but he had been working twenty-hour days with Nathan Wiley, trying to unpick the complex web of evidence that connected Boucher to the deaths and turn it into something that would be admissible in court. They hadn’t got there yet, but Wiley was convinced that the answer lay in connecting the crypto payments to both Boucher and Albertini.

      “I just want you both to be careful until I say otherwise.”

      Talia placed a hand on her stomach without thinking, then quickly drew it away. But Cooper had seen.

      “Talia—”

      “Don’t, Charlie.”

      “Are you⁠—”

      “Freddy wants to tell you himself. He’ll be cross if I ruin the surprise.”

      “I won’t say anything.”

      “You’re going to be an uncle.”

      He was unable to keep the smile off his face.

      There’d been a lot more that Cooper had planned to tell her and Freddy: that surveillance pictures of the two of them had been discovered during searches of Boucher’s home and office, and that it appeared he’d instructed a private investigator to track them down and establish their whereabouts. Control said that Number One had paid a visit to the investigator and made it crystal clear that there would be unwelcome consequences if he didn’t return the money to Boucher and drop the case immediately. Cooper was impressed that Control had sent John Milton to deliver the message, and hadn’t been surprised that the investigator had agreed to the ‘request’ on the spot, but, of course, there was no way of knowing whether there were others.

      Freddy jogged over, dripping and barefoot, his grin wide. “You coming in or what? Water’s perfect.”

      “Not today. How about lunch? I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

      The three of them started walking towards Freddy’s Jeep. Cooper couldn’t help himself scanning for threats. He tensed as a black Mercedes people carrier with tinted windows drove at an unnaturally slow speed along the road in their direction. Without making a show of it, he stepped across the pavement so that he stood between the vehicle and Talia. The Mercedes accelerated slightly, jolting forward and turning abruptly into a parking space just metres away from them.

      Cooper heard the click of the door beginning to slide open and braced.

      Half a dozen small kids tumbled out onto the pavement, clutching buckets and spades, their laughter floating into the warm air. Freddy smiled at the sight of them and put a protective arm around Talia, drawing her close and leaning in to murmur something inaudible. She laughed and turned her face towards him for a kiss.

      Freddy glanced over. “We’ve got some exciting news to share with you.”

      Cooper listened as Freddy told him about the baby.

      He didn’t have to fake the smile or force the hug.

      And as far as Cooper was concerned, it was just one more reason to keep them safe.
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        Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. Join my Reader Club for information on new books and deals plus a free copy of Milton’s battle with the Mafia and an assassin called Tarantula.

      

        

      
        You can get your content for free, by signing up at my website.

      

        

      
        Just visit www.markjdawson.com.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY MARK DAWSON

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THE JOHN MILTON SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Cleaner

      

      

      
        
        Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Cleaner

      

      

      
        
        Saint Death

      

      

      
        
        John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Saint Death

      

      

      
        
        The Driver

      

      

      
        
        When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Driver

      

      

      
        
        Ghosts

      

      

      
        
        John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Ghosts

      

      

      
        
        The Sword of God

      

      

      
        
        On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Sword of God

      

      

      
        
        Salvation Row

      

      

      
        
        Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Salvation Row

      

      

      
        
        Headhunters

      

      

      
        
        Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Headhunters

      

      

      
        
        The Ninth Step

      

      

      
        
        Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Ninth Step

      

      

      
        
        The Jungle

      

      

      
        
        John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Jungle

      

      

      
        
        Blackout

      

      

      
        
        A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blackout

      

      

      
        
        The Alamo

      

      

      
        
        A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Alamo

      

      

      
        
        Redeemer

      

      

      
        
        Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Redeemer

      

      

      
        
        Sleepers

      

      

      
        
        A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Sleepers

      

      

      
        
        Twelve Days

      

      

      
        
        Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous and dangerous former friend.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Twelve Days

      

      

      
        
        Bright Lights

      

      

      
        
        All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.

      

      

      Buy Bright Lights

      

      
        
        The Man Who Never Was

      

      

      John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.

      

      Buy The Man Who Never Was

      

      
        
        Killa City

      

      

      John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

      

      Buy Killa City

      

      
        
        Ronin

      

      

      Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.

      

      Buy Ronin

      

      
        
        Never Let Me Down Again

      

      

      A human rights activist has vanished without a trace and his dying mother is desperate to know the truth. When the mysterious disappearance leads Milton all the way to the Western Isles of Scotland, he sees an opportunity to find an old friend and finally make amends for a mistake that cost him dearly. Milton is determined to track both men down, wherever his search may lead.

      

      Buy Never Let Me Down Again

      
        
        Bulletproof

      

      

      Captured and imprisoned by the organisation he once worked for, Milton must do one last job in exchange for his freedom. Bullheaded billionaire fixer Tristan Huxley is brokering a weapons deal between Russia and India. He needs protection and he wants Milton by his side. Huxley has trusted Milton with his life before but these days his world is more decadent and his enemies more dangerous, in ways that nobody could ever have suspected.

      

      Buy Bulletproof

      

      
        
        Uppercut

      

      

      John Milton is on the run again. Chasing clues to help him understand the new risks he faces, he finds himself in Dublin. Before he knows it, he is involved with a woman who has fallen foul of a dangerous local family.

      

      Buy Uppercut

      

      
        
        Bloodlands

      

      

      John Milton is on a mission that will bring him face-to-face with enemies old and new. When his friend, Alex Hicks, finds himself pursued by mysterious adversaries, the two men are thrust back into the web of international espionage.

      

      Buy Bloodlands

      

      
        
        Vultures

      

      

      A global cryptocurrency scam has victims everywhere. Milton never wanted to get involved, but when he sees the damage that the scheme has caused and the lives that have been ruined, he finds himself pulled into a deadly game.

      

      Buy Vultures

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THE BEATRIX ROSE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In Cold Blood

      

      

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

      
        
        Buy In Cold Blood

      

      

      
        
        Blood Moon Rising

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blood Moon Rising

      

      

      
        
        Blood and Roses

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blood and Roses

      

      

      
        
        The Dragon and the Ghost

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

      

      

      
        
        Tempest

      

      

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

      

        

      
        Buy Tempest

      

      

      
        
        Phoenix

      

      

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

      

        

      
        Buy Phoenix

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THE ISABELLA ROSE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Angel

      

      

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

      
        
        Buy The Angel

      

      

      
        
        The Asset

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Asset

      

      

      
        
        The Agent

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Agent

      

      

      
        
        The Assassin

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Assassin

      

      

      
        
        The Avenger

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Avenger

      

      

      

      
        
        Pretty Face

      

      

      
        
        Isabella is building a new life in Marrakesh, supporting herself with contract work and finally looking to put down roots. But when one of her contracts isn’t quite what it seems, things quickly descend into chaos.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Pretty Face

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THE CHARLIE COOPER SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sandstorm

      

      

      Group Fifteen operative and ex-MI6 officer Charlie Cooper is working undercover as a political negotiator. Attending a conference surrounded by diplomats, businessmen and lobbyists, nobody would suspect what he really does for a living. Also in their midst is Aisha, a Saudi activist whose protests against human rights abuses have made her an enemy of her country’s regime.

      

      Buy Sandstorm

      
        
        The Chameleon

      

      

      
        
        Masquerading as an analyst, Cooper manipulates his way into the company and soon finds himself en route to Istanbul. The stage is set for a high-octane showdown on Sidorov's private island. With geopolitical tensions on a knife's edge, Cooper must navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger to complete his mission.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Chameleon

      

      

      
        
        Blood Brothers

      

      

      Cooper travels to Israel to find his estranged half-brother, Freddy, who has mysteriously disappeared. Freddy's ties to NetGuardian, a cybersecurity firm implicated in dubious activities, propel Cooper into a dangerous web of corporate espionage, state-of-the-art surveillance technology, and the ruthless world of intelligence.

      

      Buy Blood Brothers

      

      
        
        Dead of Winter

      

      

      Charlie Cooper is sent to Prague to investigate - and eliminate - the leader of a group of far right hooligans guilty of the murder of an Interpol agent. Cooper is on his final warning and is expected to get in and out with minimal fuss, leaving just the body of his target in his wake.

      

      Buy Dead of Winter

      

      
        
        Code Blue

      

      

      Cooper is thrust into a high-stakes mission when a fellow operative, codenamed NORTH STAR, vanishes in Macao. The trail leads to a shadowy team of Russian mercenaries with a chilling agenda: to expose Group Fifteen, the clandestine organisation that operates beyond the reach of conventional intelligence agencies.

      

      Buy Code Blue

      

      
        
        North Star

      

      

      After barely escaping an assassination attempt in Iceland, NORTH STAR, a former Group Fifteen operative turned Russian asset, vanishes. Driven by guilt and a thirst for revenge, Control tasks Charlie Cooper with tracking him down.

      

      Buy North Star

      

      
        
        Collateral

      

      

      In the glittering shadows of Dubai, Charlie Cooper is thrust into a deadly mission to protect a volatile CIA asset on the brink of exposure. As secrets unravel and loyalties blur, Cooper must outmanoeuvre spies, lies, and betrayal before everything explodes.

      

      Buy Collateral

      

      
        
        Leverage

      

      

      He was sent to investigate an arms dealer—now he’s on the run for his murder. Framed, cut off, and marked for death, Charlie Cooper must uncover the truth before he becomes the next target.

      

      Buy Leverage

      

      
        
        Burnout

      

      

      When a whistleblower leaks top-secret intelligence, Charlie Cooper is sent to a remote Greek island to uncover the truth. But as the bodies start to fall and the lies pile up, Cooper must navigate a deadly maze of deception to find the source—and make it out alive.

      

      Buy Burnout

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IN THE ATTICUS PRIEST SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The House in the Woods

      

      

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

      
        
        Buy The House in the Woods

      

      

      
        
        A Place to Bury Strangers

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        Buy A Place to Bury Strangers

      

      

      
        
        The Red Room

      

      

      When a man's fatal fall from Salisbury Cathedral spirals into a scandalous case involving the victims of a sex ring, Atticus Priest and Mackenzie Jones uncover more bodies and incriminating videos. Racing against the clock, they confront personal demons and tangled emotions as they try to catch the murderer before he can strike again.

      

      Buy The Red Room

      

      
        
        All the Devils Are Here

      

      

      Atticus Priest is employed by an estranged husband to dig up dirt on his wife. But when she goes missing after swimming in the River Avon, Atticus uncovers a conspiracy between five lifelong friends that goes back years.

      

      Buy All The Devils Are Here
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      Mark Dawson is the author of the John Milton, Beatrix and Isabella Rose and Atticus Priest series.
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