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The good thing about wearing a snowsuit was that Control didn’t have to worry about a disguise. If he stayed outside the hotel, where the snow was blowing so hard that at moments it seemed to gust horizontally, he could keep his hood pulled up and tightened with a drawstring, so his face was hidden from sight.

He saw a shadow move at the window above him. Without thinking, he reached down and touched the Glock concealed in a chest holster beneath the suit. He realised his mistake and pulled his hand away. Anyone watching might recognise the gesture for what it was—a sign of anxiety—and realise that he was carrying a weapon. The smallest thing could give them away, and Cooper had been at pains to remind him that the man they were hunting—the man they’d given the cryptonym NORTH STAR—was among the best.

“It’s not just that he’s already proved himself capable of tricking us,” Cooper had said earlier that day in his hotel room as they went through each weapon, dismantling and cleaning every individual piece. “It’s not even that he was Special Forces. There are members of the SAS or Delta Force who would be lost in an environment like this.”

Control knew all that and told Cooper to wind his neck in. His abruptness wasn’t just from irritation that his subordinate felt the need to speak to him like that, it was also from anxiety. NORTH STAR was elite, drawn from a Finnish military team that spent months every winter deployed along the Russian border, crossing at will without being detected by their enemies on the other side.

Cooper clicked the newly oiled firing mechanism on the Glock into place and looked up at Control. “That’s why he’s chosen Iceland. It’s as close as he can get to home turf without going back to Finland.”

Control was a proud man and had years of experience. He wasn’t a beginner. He’d been in places like this before; shit, he’d been on the other side of the Wall before the Group had been established under his command. Cooper was thirty years his junior, yet he had assumed charge of the operation, and, although that grated, Control knew that it was also sensible to defer.

And he had to admit: Number Eleven knew his stuff.

There were unavoidable realities that came along with age, realities far more serious than grey hair and the need for reading glasses. He’d noticed a drop-off in his reaction times, for example, and there was no avoiding the fact that he was lifting lighter weights in the gym these days. It hadn’t been easy, but he had accepted over a decade ago that the best way to harness his experience and judgement was to assemble and oversee the operatives of the Group, guiding them as they deployed across the world while protecting them from the political storms that raged above their heads. That was his battleground now: the corridors of Whitehall and Washington. For the last decade, Control’s enemies had been the overly cautious civil servants and the chiefs of spy agencies who bristled at the Group’s success.

Until now.

Now Control had a new obsession: the promising Finnish recruit he’d recruited only to discover that he was working for Russian intelligence to bring down the Group once and for all. Eleven had seen off the immediate threat, deep in the bowels of the United Nations Headquarters in New York, but NORTH STAR himself had escaped in the aftermath.

That was what had brought them here to a hotel several hundred miles from Reykjavik: revenge.

He couldn’t leave a job like this to Eleven.

Control wanted to be there himself.

“It was my mistake,” he’d explained to Cooper. “And I fix my own mistakes.”

The shadow at the window above him moved again. Control touched his earpiece and turned away to speak. “Movement at the window.”

Their plan was simple. It hadn’t taken long to confirm that the hotel was brightly lit, fully staffed and always busy. CCTV cameras covered all the usual public areas. Hotel personnel were all locals, well paid and with roots in the community, which meant they’d be unlikely to accept a bribe from a stranger in return for a room key or a service door left open.

It left Cooper and Control with one option: lure NORTH STAR outside.

It was Control who had spotted the row of hotel-branded snowmobiles outside and then another snowmobile, off to one side and larger than the others, not branded, concealed from sight by a tarpaulin. He’d been several feet away from it when he saw that the guy ropes securing the tarpaulin to the ground had been fitted with tiny sensors, their red LEDs flashing in the gloaming. NORTH STAR would have made sure that he had an escape route, and he would have known that a snowmobile was the only reliable way of moving fast in this kind of weather. They’d double-checked; Cooper had asked one of the hotel’s groundskeepers who owned the big Skidoo, and the man had said it was one of the guests. That was enough.

The plan came together quickly. Control would act first, triggering the alarm system on the snowmobile. NORTH STAR might assume it had been activated by the heavy snowfall, but his discipline required that he would check. Cooper was positioned in the lobby. He would follow NORTH STAR outside, and once he was free of the brightly lit entrance with its discreetly positioned CCTV cameras, Cooper would secure him. They would use NORTH STAR’s own snowmobile to drive him into the wilderness, and then Control would do what needed to be done. The body would only be discovered in the spring, months away.

“I’m in place,” said Cooper. “Ready when you are.”

Control saw the snowmobile through the thickening swirl. He gripped the edge of the tarpaulin and pulled hard, tugging out two of the guy ropes. He watched the tiny red LEDs flash furiously as they sent their alert. Control stepped away from the snowmobile back into the darkness and saw the curtain move and a silhouette appear. It was impossible to make out any features, but it was clearly a young, strong-looking man.

“Alarm activated,” Control said into the microphone buried in the collar of his coat. “Movement at the window. You shouldn’t have long to wait.”

“Copy,” said Cooper.

Control stepped back into the darkness and drew his weapon.

He wasn’t ready for what happened next.

NORTH STAR’s window opened, and a figure dropped the dozen or so feet to the ground, landing on the soft bed of snow.

He didn’t leave his room by the route they had anticipated.

“He’s here,” Control said. “He’s jumped from his window.”

“Copy.”

“He’s less than twenty feet from me.”

“Take the shot if you get⁠—”

Control hadn’t even seen NORTH STAR move. A bullet tore through the snowsuit, ripping through an inch of flesh and muscle on his left shoulder. He toppled backwards into the snow. He heard the slow crunch of footsteps and looked up into the face of their quarry.

NORTH STAR raised his weapon and pointed it at Control’s forehead.

Cooper was thirty feet away when he fired his first shot.

It clipped NORTH STAR’s hip, spinning him around.

A second shot missed his neck by a few inches.

NORTH STAR dragged himself to the snowmobile. He tore the tarpaulin loose and swung his good leg over the seat. Cooper fired again, a volley of shots that ricocheted off the snowmobile chassis as he tried to incapacitate the vehicle.

NORTH STAR pressed the starter button, and the powerful engine roared into life. He steered it to the left, then to the right, and then swung in a wide arc and in seconds was swallowed by the freezing night.
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Charlie Cooper sat back in the chair and looked across the mahogany desk at Control. It had been six months since they had come close to killing NORTH STAR in Iceland, and in all that time they hadn’t developed a single credible lead to his whereabouts. That hadn’t stopped them both throwing themselves into the search, with Cooper travelling to over a dozen countries to chase down whispers and rumours that vanished into nothing the moment he came close.

A young Scandinavian diving instructor in Bali with the same first name as NORTH STAR turned out to be just that and nothing more.

A private military contractor in the Democratic Republic of Congo with hair the colour of fresh snow was twenty years too old to be their target.

A yachtsman in Montenegro who matched his description was an arms dealer who’d been off the grid for years. Cooper had tracked him for a week before realising it was just another mirage.

He’d grown particularly sceptical of leads that took him across Europe, to Austria, Poland and Romania—all of which turned out to be nothing—but still Control insisted that every single possible sighting should be checked out and that he should do it.

Cooper had had enough, but he didn’t relish the challenge before him today: to talk Control into changing his strategy. Control looked tired, but his eyes burned with the same determination to get the job done. Cooper knew that he’d have to make a strong case, but he suspected what the answer would be.

“Sir,” he said, “I think we need to move the operation into a new phase.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve done nothing for the last six months except hunt for NORTH STAR, and every single one of our leads has turned out to be a wild goose chase. We can’t continue like this. We can’t continue to take seriously every report that mentions a Finnish national who vaguely—and sometimes not so vaguely—fits his description.”

“It’s the nature of a hunt like this that every lead is bad until the one that’s good.”

“Of course,” he said, ignoring the temptation to complain at yet another bromide. “I just think we should be more rigorous about assessing the leads before I step on a plane.”

“You do?”

“I do. At the very least, we should insist upon two corroborating elements. A physical description plus evidence of military background, for example, or links to Finland in conjunction with a high degree of operational awareness. If we have that—two indicators that it might be our man—I’ll be the first to go and have a look.”

“Really?”

Cooper could see the old man’s temper was flickering. “Yes, sir. I’m afraid to say that I’ve felt like a backpacker these last few months. I go from country to country with nothing happening at all. The only excitement was when a mugger tried to take my wallet in Barcelona.”

Control managed a tight smile. “And what happened to him?”

“It was a her, and she was extraordinarily good. Lifted my wallet out of my back pocket in a crowded market. I was so bored I let her take it and followed her back to where she lived and retrieved it that night, just as a way of staying sharp.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want you to get bored, Eleven.” He rotated his shoulder, and Cooper remembered that he had been shot there during the botched apprehension in Iceland.

“I know this isn’t about me,” Cooper said, “and if you tell me to go somewhere, obviously I’ll go.”

“I’m glad we’re in agreement about that, at least.”

“What I’m saying is that I’m being totally wasted as a resource for the Group. I haven’t worked on a single operation over the last six months apart from this. That surely can’t continue.”

Control pushed a piece of paper across the desk to Cooper.

He picked it up and scanned the text. “This is precisely what I mean, sir.” He read it aloud. “‘The New Zealand domestic intelligence agency has opened a file on a thirty-year-old Swedish national suspected of clandestine links to the Russian embassy in Wellington.’” He pushed the paper back across the desk. “You want me to go?”

“I’m considering it.”

“Because I’ll be out of action for a week chasing that down, and it’ll end up being nothing, just like all the others.”

“This hunt is the Group’s number one priority, and you’ll continue to work on it until I tell you otherwise.”

Cooper nodded, raising his hands in a gesture that he hoped might placate the older man.

Control pushed the piece of paper back to Cooper.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll go. But couldn’t we at least deploy someone else to have a look first? If they come back and say he’s a maybe, I’ll fly out there and deal with him immediately. That might be a better way⁠—”

Control’s temper finally escaped him. “A better way? There is no better way, there’s only my way. I am not going to have a conversation with you about discipline every single time you come in here, Eleven. Your copybook is already blotted. Tel Aviv, Prague, New York… you’ve been very, very close to insubordination.”

Cooper exhaled. He’d expected this response. He hadn’t worked for Control for all that long, but he already had a pretty good feel for his personality. It was obvious that the guilt he felt over being tricked by NORTH STAR—a Russian agent—to the extent that he had recruited him to the Group continued to keep him awake at night. That was what was driving this: Control’s personal sense of guilt. It had dented his pride, and he needed to see NORTH STAR’s removal to atone. Until NORTH STAR was dead, Control would send Cooper to chase down every damn lead that crossed his desk.

There was no point in trying to reason with him.

He’d made up his mind.

“Understood, sir,” Cooper said. He got to his feet. “I’ll be on a flight to New Zealand by the end of the day.”
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Control had already arranged for Cooper to be booked on the first flight to New Zealand. He left the office and shook his head in frustration. It wasn’t that he didn’t share Control’s determination to track down NORTH STAR. He might not have formally joined the Group, but Control had trusted him with intelligence that had put the lives of actual the Group members at risk. Cooper agreed: a message needed to be sent—a clear message—that they would be consequences for the betrayal.

But there had to be a more efficient way of getting to that point. Chasing down false leads might make Control feel as though he was doing something, but it was a waste of time. After what had happened in Iceland, NORTH STAR would have gone to ground. He would’ve changed his appearance, and there would be no trace of anything in his new legend—his cover story—that was connected to Finland, let alone Scandinavia. He’d have no obvious links to anything military or defence related, and he’d stay away from places where the Group might be expected to look for him. In short, there was no point relying on HUMINT, on reports submitted from agents or members of the public around the world. There would be nothing on the surface of NORTH STAR’s new life that caused any suspicion whatsoever. He would’ve transformed himself into an entirely unremarkable member of the public.

Cooper’s phone pinged, and when he looked down, he saw he’d been sent his boarding pass.

The other problem with the latest lead was that it didn’t consider the way the Russians operated. The SVR—the Russian external intelligence agency—would be running operations in New Zealand, as they did everywhere, but as the country was a member of the Five Eyes intelligence alliance, they would expect to come under fierce scrutiny from their Kiwi hosts. The last thing the Russians would do would be to use their intelligence officers masquerading as diplomats to maintain contact with a sensitive and valuable asset like NORTH STAR. It would run too high a risk that the Kiwis would spot the contact and realise who NORTH STAR was.

If the Russians were still in contact with NORTH STAR, thought Cooper, they’d be doing it through cut-outs and illegals, assets who were as close to invisible as it was possible to get.

His phone pinged again, this time with a message.

Report back every twenty-four hours.

Cooper walked beside the Thames, frustration churning within him. He looked at the flight details and saw that it was scheduled for early evening, which gave him the rest of the day free.

An idea started to form.

He glanced at his watch. There was just about enough time. He crossed the road and broke into a jog.
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Cooper spotted his man pacing the pavement, cigarette in hand, looking as if he’d been waiting for hours.

“About time,” Nathan Wiley called out, a grin stretching across his face as he saw Cooper crossing the road.

Cooper pointed to the cigarette. “Don’t tell me they finally banned smoking in the office?”

“Bad for the health, apparently. The swear jar will be next, you watch.” Wiley took a deep drag, then blew it out. “What’s got you slumming it over here?”

Cooper cast a glance up at the discreet, fortified townhouse. Bombproof glass, a forest of security cameras, and a reinforced door made this place blend in perfectly on a street full of wealthy paranoiacs. Group Two had plenty of off-site facilities around the capital, and this was one of them.

“Just a quick favour,” Cooper said.

“Urgent?”

“Of course.”

“Right.” Wiley chuckled. “Funny how they usually are.”

They shared a knowing laugh. Cooper remembered meeting Wiley for the first time a year ago, when the Control of Group Two had somehow managed to lure him from a cushy Silicon Valley gig.

“I’m after a ghost,” Cooper said.

Wiley raised an eyebrow. “No such thing—everyone leaves a trail.”

“This guy doesn’t.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. What are we dealing with?”

“Do you still have access to all the Group personnel files?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

“Good.” Cooper knew the unspoken rule: Group Two’s ‘oversight’ extended to keeping tabs on everyone in the Firm. They sifted through personal calls, financial records, and internet activity, looking for signs someone might be drifting too close to the edge. When they found something, they initiated what was euphemistically called ‘a grown-up conversation.’

“There’s a file on a Group asset with the cryptonym NORTH STAR.”

“Right.”

“I need everything you can find on him: his whereabouts, his emails, addresses, friends, enemies, anything.”

Wiley’s face darkened. “I think I know the name. One of ours?”

“Almost was. Then he pulled a disappearing act. I need to find him.”

“Yes,” he said. “I do remember. You know we’ve already had a look for him? High priority, as I recall.”

“I’d like you to look again.”

“Is this official?”

Cooper made a show of looking uncomfortable. “Let’s call it an unofficial request with official paperwork to follow.”

“Following when?”

“Soon,” Cooper said.

Wiley had a healthy disrespect for red tape, and Cooper knew he could count on him to push boundaries when the circumstances called for it. He took one last drag and flicked his cigarette into the gutter. “You know my price.”

“One carton of B&H, duty-free.”

“Two cartons,” he said. “Inflation.”

“Done.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”
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Cooper was airside at Heathrow when the call came through. The British Airways check-in staff had been puzzled to encounter a passenger intending to fly twenty-three hours to New Zealand with only a single small bag, but Cooper had disarmed them with a story about being met at the other end by his twin brother.

“We’ve always done this,” he said with a grin. “When he visits me, he wears my clothes. Now it’s my turn. Makes for a lot less hassle.”

The lie wasn’t strictly necessary—he could’ve just shrugged off their questions—but Cooper took every opportunity to keep his skills sharp. Lying convincingly was vital for someone in his line of work.

He looked at his phone. The call was from a withheld number, but he suspected it was Wiley.

“You like to play it close to the wire,” he said. “I’m about to board my flight.”

Wiley chuckled. “I was right—we have been looking at him. We’ve looked for him very carefully indeed and haven’t found anything. So, I went back to first principles and looked again. Your friend is as elusive as advertised. He hasn’t used any of his known email addresses or phone numbers over the last six months. I hacked into Google to find the passwords he used before he was recreated and ran a cross-check to see whether anyone has used those same passwords to set up other accounts. Nothing. His bank accounts are dormant; he hasn’t used his real passport to travel anywhere. I’ve searched for his physical description in police databases. There are a few people who come close, but I checked the photos against the ones we have on file, and it’s not him. Our latest software considers cosmetic surgery and contact lenses to alter eye colour, so we can be confident on that score.”

A family of five in the queue ahead of Cooper had their passports scanned and headed for the door to the plane.

“Is this just going to be bad news? My flight is literally boarding right now.”

“Needless to say,” said Wiley, refusing to be hurried, “none of your friend’s known associates are in contact with any new, mysterious foreign phone numbers, which is often where people trying to disappear fall down.”

“Three cartons of B&H if you skip ahead to the good stuff.”

He chuckled again. “This is the definition of a long shot.”

“I’m used to those.”

“Your friend has an elderly mother in her seventies. She lives rurally, a hundred miles outside Helsinki. Needless to say, there’ve been no calls to her landline phone number from strange foreign numbers in the past six months. That’s what I looked for first. I thought⁠—”

“For fuck’s sake⁠—”

“But someone viewed her Facebook page eight times over the last six months. On each occasion, the IP address was different: Paraguay, Mexico, Washington, Edinburgh, Rome, Hawaii and so on.”

“A VPN.”

“Of course. So, I looked underneath the hood of the main VPN servers and found that all eight log-ins came from the same place.”

“And?”

“Nicosia.”

“Cyprus?”

“Northern Cyprus. The Turkish-controlled part.”

Cooper had reached the front of the queue. A British Airways employee smiled at him and held out her hand for his passport. Cooper turned to scan the departures board. There was a flight to Nicosia that was taking off in forty minutes.

“Sir?” she said. “Your passport?”

Cooper smiled back.

“Change of plan.”
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Cooper had been in Nicosia for twelve hours, and in that time he’d managed to rule out a few possibilities. None of the top fighters in the city’s four MMA or three boxing gyms matched NORTH STAR’s description. The man who ran the city’s premier running club didn’t recognise his picture, and Cooper had drawn a blank among staff at the nearest marina to the city. NORTH STAR would have made sure he had the best possible tech, to ensure his online security was robust, and fortunately Nicosia was small enough that Cooper was able to visit all the main computer stores over the course of the afternoon to see if anyone recognised a picture of the man he told them was a long-lost cousin.

Nothing.

One young woman thought NORTH STAR was cute, and an MMA trainer thought he looked like a young Dolph Lundgren, but apart from that, Cooper got only blank expressions and shakes of the head.

He wasn’t discouraged. Sitting in a dimly lit café in the corner of Atatürk Square, he waited until he’d been served his Turkish coffee before he took out his laptop and keyed in the long code that would allow him to access NORTH STAR’s personnel file.

There was something about Nicosia—the only divided capital city left in the world—that made Cooper’s mind turn to Berlin. More than once, he’d visited Checkpoint Charlie and seen the remnants of the Wall, and just that afternoon, walking past the Ledra Street border crossing that allowed pedestrians to pass from the Greek half of Nicosia to the northern, Turkish-controlled half, he’d paused to read an information board that described the ethnic conflict that had ripped the island in half. First it was intercommunal violence, shortly after independence from the British in 1960, and then in the 1970s a Turkish military invasion in response to Greek attempts to gain control over the whole island. The conflict had since cooled into a diplomatic stalemate, with the United Nations overseeing the buffer zone between the north and south.

Cooper’s laptop completed its rigorous security protocols, and NORTH STAR’s file filled the screen. Cooper didn’t know what he was looking for, other than aspects of his target’s previous life that could be mapped onto the new life he had built in Northern Cyprus, if this was indeed where he was. He was looking for evidence of NORTH STAR’s tastes and preferences. Cooper knew that if he had suddenly been dropped into a new country and forced to lie low, there were certain habits that he would try to suppress but that—despite his best efforts—over time they would resurface. He’d want to exercise, for example, and gain access to weapons so that he could keep his skills sharp. Other operatives, he knew, were keen hunters or exceptional swimmers, and if they were in NORTH STAR’s position, they would find a way to incorporate these things into their new lives. It was inevitable.

He clicked through the pages of the file. As he expected, it was mostly preoccupied with his family background, academic record, psychological profile, military record and subsequent performance. Like many other the Group operatives, the character traits that allowed him to kill without a flicker of conscience meant that by any normal standard he was an unusual person. He didn’t have hobbies; anything he spent time on was solely in pursuit of his professional responsibilities.

Cooper went back to his childhood, reading about the remote farmhouse in the north of Finland where he’d grown up. Cooper saw the similarity between that environment and his decision to enter the part of the Finnish army that deployed its soldiers into remote areas for long periods of time, often on their own and without backup. If NORTH STAR was looking for a place to stay in Northern Turkey, he thought, he’d look for somewhere like that, somewhere remote. People often subconsciously sought to replicate their childhoods, particularly when they were looking for sanctuary, and it was possible that NORTH STAR had done the same here. It was a long shot, but this had been a series of long shots for longer than Cooper cared to remember. No harm in trying one more.

He looked up the biggest five estate agents in Nicosia and then paid for his coffee. The agencies were all within walking distance of one another, and Cooper preferred to undertake this kind of assessment face-to-face rather than over the phone. You could get much more from encounters when you were able to look a person in the eye.

He drew a blank in the first three agencies and was close to losing confidence in his idea when he walked into the fourth agency on his list.

“My name is Charles Winter,” he said to the young woman who approached him, dressed in a vivid red business suit. Having gone through this exact exchange three times already in the space of a single hour, the words tripped off his tongue without hesitation. “I’m a location scout for a film production company, and we’re looking to film a major new international drama series in Northern Cyprus early next year. I’m in town to look at possible locations for one of our storylines, and I was wondering whether you’d be able to let me know whether you have anything matching our requirements. We pay top dollar to get what we want, and the terms of our contracts are very generous to intermediaries such as yourselves.”

“What is it you’re looking for?” asked the young woman. Cooper could see she was interested.

“Somewhere isolated. A small farmhouse, perhaps, but it’d need a large parcel of land. Forest nearby. Those are the basics, but I’m prepared to be flexible beyond that.”

Cooper had got to this point in his conversation with the three previous agencies, and they’d all offered up properties that wouldn’t have been of any interest to NORTH STAR. One was used as a yoga and wellness retreat, but the agent was confident she could persuade the owner to lease out the entire property; another had seven bedrooms, a private cinema, a horse paddock and a fifty-metre swimming pool. Too much.

The agent paused to consider her answer. “Can you tell me a little about the character who lives in the property—in the film, I mean. That’ll help me work out whether we have anything suitable.”

“He’s a recluse,” said Cooper, thinking quickly. “He’s brilliant but wary of other people, so chooses to live as independently as possible.”

“So, he might grow his own food, that sort of thing?”

“Entirely possible,” said Cooper, suddenly recalling a line in NORTH STAR’s file: his father had been a farmer.

“Inhospitable? The sort of place most people wouldn’t have any interest in?”

“Probably.”

“I might know of a property like that,” she said. “I rented it on a long-term basis to a young Frenchman three months ago. It came to my mind only because he wanted to use a piece of the land to grow vegetables, and according to the contract, he needed to get permission first. Of course, the landlord was happy to agree.”

Cooper leaned forward. “Where is the property?”

“I need to ask the tenant’s permission,” she said.

“I don’t want you to waste anyone’s time if it’s not the right place. If you can tell me the location, I’ll have a quick look on Google Earth to check that it’s viable.”

She wouldn’t budge. “Let me call him first.”

She led him to her desk and checked her screen, looking for a number. Cooper thought quickly, took out his phone, started a voice memo and then pretended to scroll through his messages.

She dialled a number and lifted the handset to her ear.

“Mr. Villeneuve?” she said. “It’s Ada from Star Property in Nicosia. How are you today?”

Cooper could hear a voice on the other end of the line.

“I’ve been contacted by a film scout looking for a rural property like yours. I was wondering⁠—”

She didn’t get any further. The voice on the other end of the line was friendly in tone, but firm and decisive.

“Okay, okay,” said Ada, looking up at Cooper and shaking her head. “Thank you for your time and have a great day.”

She hung up the phone.

“No luck?”

“He was very clear,” said Ada.

“Not interested?”

“Afraid not.”

Cooper stood to leave.

“I understand. Thanks for your help.” He picked up one of her business cards and put it in his pocket. “I’ll keep looking.”
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“It should be coming through on your end,” said Cooper, standing on the pavement outside the estate agent’s with his phone to his ear.

“I’m getting it now,” said Wiley. “What do you want me to do with it?”

“It’s an audio recording of an estate agent’s call with someone who may or may not be NORTH STAR. I used my phone, so you’ll need to boost it.”

“Easy.”

“Can you run a scan to compare it with recordings of him you have on file?”

“Shouldn’t take more than a minute. Hold on.”

The sunshine was bright enough to make Cooper reach for his sunglasses.

“You may be in luck,” Wiley said.

“Really?”

“Ninety-two percent match. He’s changed his accent, but the algorithm is confident it’s him.”

Cooper exhaled. “Thanks. One other thing. Can you take this number down and run a reverse trace?” He read out the estate agent’s landline number from her business card. “She made the call you listened to from that number at seventeen minutes past eleven this morning.”

“Want me to find out the location of the person she called?”

“That would be very helpful. He’s using the name Villeneuve. I’ll need everything you can get on him: phones, emails, financial records, travel history using that alias.”

“Looks like your travel bag is going to be filled with presents for me. You know what my wife would say about you?”

“She’d say I’m bad for your health.”

“Very bad.” He laughed. “Leave it to me. I’ll be in touch.”
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Cooper had chosen his angle of approach carefully. The route from a westerly direction would have provided more natural cover with more trees and foliage, but a single wrong move and the setting sun would have picked out his silhouette on the horizon. He needed daylight to achieve the purpose of his mission: capture a photograph of the young Frenchman who rented the remote property on the far north-east of the island. Along with the high-probability match on the audio recording, a strong physical likeness would provide the confirmation Control needed before giving the green light for Cooper to proceed with the kill.

He felt a sense of unease in the pit of his stomach. He’d tried to call London several times that afternoon to tell Control that he wasn’t in New Zealand after all, but on every single occasion he’d been told that Control was unavailable. He’d never experienced the feeling of being cut loose, but it was hard to avoid the conclusion that that was what was happening. There had been times over the months Cooper had worked for him when Control had been busy, but he always called back eventually.

But now? The only explanation that made sense was that Control knew he wasn’t in New Zealand, had finally lost patience with Cooper’s insubordination, and was getting rid of him.

Cooper still had several hundred feet to cover before he reached the vantage point he’d located in satellite imagery. He would only know if it was suitable when he got there, but he’d identified a copse of olive trees that would allow him to take the picture he needed, assuming, of course, that NORTH STAR appeared outside his property. There were no more than two hours of daylight left, and there would be little point staying once darkness had fallen.

Cooper began to rise to his feet but then dropped again. Something was wrong. At first, he couldn’t place the source of his disquiet. He lay close to the ground, his breathing steady and controlled, while he studied the landscape ahead of him, carpeted with dead leaves in late autumn sunshine that filtered through the branches. There was a faint smell of pine resin. Nothing looked obviously out of place. Cooper recognised the trees as Calabrian pines and saw tracks in the moist earth that might have been made by a small deer. He scanned left and right, looking for whatever it was that had caught his attention.

It took another ten minutes and a change in the angle of the setting sun for NORTH STAR’s trap to reveal itself: a single taut wire stretching between two trees ahead glittered before once again disappearing. Cooper crept closer on his elbows until he came to a small box secured to the tree trunk with a plastic cable and then covered with strips of bark to make it close to invisible to the naked eye. He took a pair of thermal-imaging binoculars from his backpack and put them to his eyes. In the patch of forest before him, he counted two tiny cameras, positioned high up among the trees, each one emitting a small heat signature that glowed brightly in the settling dusk. He could only marvel at the extent and range of NORTH STAR’s defences. If there were two cameras in this patch of woodland, there must be many more covering the various approaches to his farmhouse.

Cooper set off again with renewed caution. It took an hour to reach the vantage point; longer than he’d expected, but it was clear that he’d have to assume NORTH STAR was scrupulous and had covered every possible base. He found a spot between two trees and unpacked his camera, taking the time to polish the lens, knowing how smudges increased the risk of a sudden flare that might give away his location.

The small farmhouse was nestled almost a kilometre away at the bottom of a narrow valley. A long, thin outbuilding had a rusted, corrugated iron roof, but the main house was well maintained. It was built with wood that had weathered over the years to blend into its surroundings. A black Toyota pickup truck was parked around the back, and Cooper took the opportunity to experiment with the camera’s focus as he snapped pictures of the vehicle. Its registration plate suggested it was more than ten years old, but Cooper saw new tyres and additional lamps fixed to a roll bar above the cabin, as well as a radio antenna.

There were no signs of movement within the house, but Cooper found plenty of interest on its exterior. A series of small wooden birdhouses could double as concealments for surveillance cameras, he thought. The roof bristled with antennae, including some that looked powerful enough to monitor local law enforcement communications, and a Starlink satellite dish provided internet connectivity that Cooper knew could be calibrated to remain beyond the surveillance capabilities of the local authorities. The land surrounding the house had been cleared and put to use for vegetables and crops. Cooper let his camera linger on a sprinkler system that looked too comprehensive and sophisticated to simply be a mechanism for watering the plants; he found himself wondering whether it had a dual purpose. More triggers and sensors? Or might the land around the house even conceal explosive devices?

Cooper was distracted by movement at the front door.

A man appeared dressed in a blue workman’s jacket and with a faded green corduroy cap pulled low over his face. He carried an axe under one arm. He paused to study his surroundings, taking his time and allowing his eyes to roam over the hills, paying particular attention to the horizon, and cocking his head in a way that suggested he was listening.

The man walked around the house to a log pile and spent several minutes stripping the larger logs into kindling. Cooper watched. The hair that stuck out from beneath the baseball cap was brown, and the uneven nature of the cut suggested that he might have done it himself. The muscles in his forearms rippled as he gripped and swung the axe, and he had no difficulty picking up some of the heavier logs with a single hand.

Cooper took a flurry of pictures as the man walked past the pickup, pausing only to check the tyres and glance at the underside of the vehicle. Cooper would be able to obtain the precise dimensions of the truck, which would allow him to measure the man’s exact height. NORTH STAR might be able to change his hair colour, but he wouldn’t be able to change the length of his thigh bone.

Cooper been lying motionless for long enough that cramp was setting in. He shifted to alleviate the pain. He felt his boot contact something hard, and before he could turn to investigate, he saw NORTH STAR suddenly reach for his pocket. Cooper froze, watching as NORTH STAR looked intently at a small device with a screen and then wheeled around.

There was no way that NORTH STAR could see him, but Cooper knew he must have made contact with a sensor buried beneath the autumn leaves. He turned to see an exposed metallic plate lightly covered with a dusting of soil. He carefully lifted his leg away from it, got to his feet and stuffed his camera into his backpack. The presence of deer tracks in the woods meant that there was another possible explanation for the alarm, but Cooper couldn’t afford to hang around or—even worse—set off something else. He forced himself to move slowly as he retraced his steps out of the area, following the path he’d taken as closely as possible.

It took an hour to reach the place where he’d left his vehicle.

He wasn’t prepared for the sight of a figure leaning against it, and his mind immediately flashed to NORTH STAR.

Had he circled ahead and discovered Cooper’s vehicle?

Cooper crouched and drew his weapon.

The man turned, his face expressionless.

“Hello, Eleven,” said Control.
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“Itried to call you this afternoon,” said Cooper.

They were driving along a coastal highway that snaked along the north edge of the island towards Nicosia. On one side, sheer cliffs dropped down to the crashing waves, while far above them on the hillside Cooper saw the whitewashed houses of small villages, their terracotta-tiled roofs catching the dying light. Control kept his window wide open to the warm night-time air and his face turned away from Cooper.

“It’s him,” said Cooper.

Control didn’t answer.

“I’ve got photographs, too,” he went on. “He’s changed his hair colour and grown it out, but it’s him. I’d recognise him anywhere. We get Group Two to run the pictures I took against images on file, and we’ll have all the confirmation we need.”

He paused, waiting for Control to say something. He’d been monosyllabic ever since their brief conversation by the car. Cooper knew he’d be wrestling with a combustible mixture of emotions: anger at Cooper for disobeying his orders, satisfaction at the prospect of finally finding his prey. Cooper glanced across at him. The firm set of Control’s jaw suggested it would be wise to avoid the spark that would detonate his temper.

“It’s not going to be easy,” Cooper said. “The woodland around the house is covered by tripwires and cameras, and that’s only going to intensify as we get closer. I think his security perimeter starts at about one kilometre out, so he’s thrown a lot of resources and time at establishing it. He’s planted vegetables and crops, but I’m pretty sure they’re only there as cover for equipment. Sensors and cameras for sure, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s put down landmines that can be triggered from inside the farmhouse.”

Cooper accelerated and swung out to overtake a slow-moving farm vehicle. He’d rented a modest two-bedroom apartment in the popular Nicosia neighbourhood of Samanbahçe, and until instructed differently, he planned to head there.

“I triggered one of his sensors. I’m pretty sure it was just one, a pad buried under a light covering of topsoil, and I don’t think one trigger will be enough to make him run, but he’ll be more cautious for a while. He’s been preparing to be discovered for months. That’s why I think we’re going to need to lure him out. There’s too high a risk that as we go in there, we’ll trigger something, and he’ll get away. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s got a tunnel or some other way out of the house that we can’t see.”

Cooper said ‘we’ on the assumption that Control was here not to fire him but to participate. At some point he would have to weather the storm of Control’s anger; that was inevitable. But what really counted was results, and Control would know that Cooper’s insubordination had led them to their target’s door. If Cooper had been loyal and obedient and flown to New Zealand as instructed, it would’ve meant another dead-end and yet more failure.

He glanced across. “Sir? What do you want to do next?”

“Tell me about his vehicle.”

“A black Toyota pickup, more than ten years old but well maintained, with new tyres. He’s probably done work on the engine, too. He’s fitted a spotlight above the cabin, and there’s a rack in the back that I think might be used to secure a surfboard or something of that size.”

“How about an ambush?”

“While he’s driving? He must leave the property, but the maps show several viable trails through the woods. If we knew which way he was going, we could lay up and hit him. But it’d be next to impossible to anticipate which route he’ll take on any given day. And the chances that we’ll be picked up by one of his cameras or sensors are high.”

“How would you suggest we lure him out?”

“I don’t know. We could start a fire in his house, but he’ll see that for what it is. We could call the police and say he’s involved in drug smuggling—force them to go in. But then we’d have to deal with armed police, and it’ll be harder for us to get to him. It’s a question of risk appetite. How hard do we want to prod him to make him leave?”

“I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks. It’s taken six months to track him down. If he gets away again, God only knows how long it’ll take us to find him. We do this slowly, and we do this patiently.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Which means we use an undercover agent. Someone he’s not expecting, someone he’ll never suspect. Someone who epitomises everything he thinks is harmless and beyond the slightest trace of suspicion. Let me make some calls. I’ve got someone in mind.”
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The next few days saw Cooper and Control settle into a daily routine. Control moved into the second bedroom in Cooper’s Nicosia apartment, an anonymous holiday rental in a building that in summer would have been bustling with families. They spoke when they needed to but avoided unnecessary conversation, and each spent hours every day staring at a wall filled with photographs of NORTH STAR and his property, maps of the surrounding area and architects’ sketches that Wiley had been able to retrieve from the poorly protected online archives of a local construction firm. Cooper spent an hour swimming lengths in the pool before breakfast each morning, and when he got back to the apartment, he’d often find that Control had gone for a run, returning later in the morning with sweat staining his T-shirt and red dust marking his shoes.

There was much about their days that Cooper recognised: an atmosphere of brooding impatience, the long periods of time spent doing little other than staring into space and exercise as a way of expending nervous energy.

One morning a knock at the door broke the silence. Cooper got there first to find a woman in her mid-sixties smiling at him. She was tanned, with wiry arms and a mop of grey frizzy hair held aloft by a single tortoiseshell clip.

“We’ve met before,” she said.

“I think you may have the wrong apartment.”

“Quantico,” she said. “You were a guest instructor on a covert operations course.”

Cooper remembered the course but remained confused as to who the woman was. He had excellent recall when it came to faces, and he was confident he’d never seen her before.

“I was in character at the time,” she said. “My hair was red. I was preparing to infiltrate a group of environmental activists who were planning to blow up a pipeline in the Mississippi Bayou.”

The memories came back; she’d been among a group of FBI employees who’d been plucked from routine jobs—human resources, close protection and even the mailroom—and put through intensive training designed to give them the basic skills to go undercover. The acting director had seen that the bureau was harbouring raw talent in backroom roles, and the subsequent course was thrown open to anyone on the payroll. There had been lengthy written applications and batteries of psychological tests, operational exercises and a self-defence assessment before they even made it to the classroom. Cooper had never been told the woman’s real name but had watched in admiration as she’d transformed from a complete novice to a decent operator with some facility in the arts of ingratiation, rapport-building and intelligence elicitation.

“I don’t think I ever had your real name.”

“Katie will do for now,” she said, putting out her hand.

Control appeared behind Cooper.

“You’ve remembered each other,” he said.

“Your friend here gave me a B on one of my exercises at Quantico,” said Katie. “It was my only B, too. Not sure I’ve forgiven him for that.”

Cooper heard something scraping across the tiled floor and turned to see Control arranging three chairs around the table.

“Now that we’ve got the small talk out of the way, let’s get down to business. We have a lot to discuss.”
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Any undercover operative worth their salt would agree that the most important part of their job was the process known as the legend build. This took place long before the operative laid eyes on their target and involved the slow and painstaking accumulation of details that would add up to create the fake persona that would make the mission possible. It went far beyond an alias. The operative would need to know the name of the hospital they were born in, their parents’ occupations, the wider family history, the name of their first school, the jobs they’d had over the years. More than that, though, they’d need to populate their legends with emotions, memories and anecdotes that would make them seem real to their targets. People rarely exchanged facts shorn of context; instead, they told jokes and swapped reminiscences. That was the part of Katie’s legend that they were starting to construct, and they’d hit a dead end.

“I need to know more about the target,” she said, pushing her hands through her hair. “Think of my persona as a mould fitted to his character. There’s no point in me being an extrovert if he’s quiet and shy.”

“There’s two parts to the answer,” said Control. “We believe NORTH STAR is nervous. He has very little contact with anyone on a daily basis—no real friends, no colleagues, not even a neighbour he waves to over the garden fence.”

Katie pulled a face. “You’re not making this easy.”

“We obviously conducted extensive psychological tests when he was still a candidate for our programme. He’s capable of operating alone for long periods of time, but in contrast to some of our personnel, he does crave company. He can suppress this, but I believe that if the right person comes into his view, he’ll be open to building some sort of friendship with them. Cautious, yes—extremely cautious. But it’s a weakness in his armour—perhaps the only one.” Cooper got up to refill their coffees. “We just need to make sure that the friend is someone totally non-threatening.” He poured for her. “That’s why you’re here.”

She nodded thoughtfully. None of this was about her as a person. It was about her as a tool. Some people were selected for jobs because they spoke Farsi or could pass for rednecks or could blend in at a cocktail party in St Petersburg. Katie’s useful characteristic was that she was a sixty-year-old woman with dyed hair, tattoos down her arms and an accent straight out of Georgia.

“Have you thought about the bump?” she asked.

A ‘bump’ was the term professionals used to describe their first ‘accidental’ meeting with a target. It was carefully prepared in advance and rehearsed ad nauseam, but it needed to look entirely coincidental.

“There’s a rack on the back of his pickup truck that we think could hold a surfboard,” said Cooper. “It’s probably no coincidence that he’s chosen somewhere less than thirty minutes’ drive from decent beaches, but we haven’t been able to confirm where he goes or how often.”

Katie frowned. “Why not?”

“His property is a real challenge for us,” explained Control. “It’s extremely well protected: cameras, tripwires, pressure pads. There may be more. We can’t easily follow him.”

“So, pick a beach and sit there. If you’re right, you’ll see him turn up with his board.”

“He knows us both by sight,” said Cooper.

“I can’t stress this enough,” said Control, leaning towards Katie. “There are no quick and easy wins here. We have to take it one step at a time and tread very cautiously.”

“Understood,” she said, nodding. She crossed the room and spent a while staring at the pictures of NORTH STAR. “I did a job for the FBI once where I had to befriend a survivalist who had been sending letter bombs to senators. He lived in a log cabin in Appalachia with eight angry dogs. That’s how I first met him—I turned up with a puppy and told him I’d found it wandering on the road. Not true—I bought it that morning at a pet store in Louisville.” She turned to look at them. “This may take a while. Are you okay with that?”

“As long as you need,” said Control.

She nodded. “Let’s get back to work, then. But I need to make one thing clear.” She eyed Control. “I’m here because some senior folk back home owe you a favour, which is fine with me. But I’m not pulling the trigger. I’m happy to gather operational intelligence for you, and I’ll go so far as to lure your man to a location where you can do what you want, but that’s it. You do your own dirty work. We good with that?”

Control held her eye. “We are. Nobody’s going to be pulling the trigger except me.”
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Abad time on his morning run had the potential to ruin Control’s entire day. He rounded the corner of a path that had snaked down through dusty hills to the coastal road, determined to open up as he entered the final stretch. He glanced at his watch and saw that he was a few seconds off the pace. Not good enough. He dug deep, throwing all his frustration into one final sprint. The dense wall of olive and cypress trees on either side of him passed in a blur, and he felt the dust of the track kick up behind him, sticking to his exhausted legs.

The truth was that he had plenty of frustration to spare. While the operation was in its current phase, with Katie spending hours each day at the beaches along the north coast in the hope of spotting NORTH STAR, there was little Control could do other than exercise. She passed by the apartment at the end of each day; Cooper and Control were both so hungry for news that they sat like schoolboys until she had recounted every detail. She knew what information was crucial and what was irrelevant, but that didn’t stop them peppering her with additional questions until she protested and retreated to her hotel room on the other side of town to get some sleep.

In the week that she’d been deployed under her new alias, Katie had spotted NORTH STAR twice, both times on the same beach. It was excellent progress, much better than they had any right to expect, yet still Control felt himself churning with anticipation and unspent energy. On both occasions, Katie reported, NORTH STAR had pulled up in his black Toyota pickup soon after dawn and stayed for a full hour, until the first swimmers and surfers of the day arrived. That was when he left.

“You were right about him loving the sea,” she told them. “But you were wrong about the rest of it. He’s not a surfer. He’s a stand-up paddleboarder. It makes more sense when you think about it. He doesn’t need to come in with every wave—that’d just increase the chances of someone seeing him. He just pushes out and goes out until he’s totally alone.”

Her success gave them all a temporary feeling of excitement, but it wasn’t long before Control’s mood dropped again. He found himself avoiding Cooper in the small apartment. They tended to eat separately, and on the one occasion when they’d almost overlapped, Control had made an excuse and taken his plate to his room to finish alone. It was partly a question of proximity. Control had to keep himself apart to maintain strict chain-of-command discipline. He knew from years of experience that there was nothing so damaging to leadership as giving a subordinate the idea that you were friends. There was a reason that officers ate and drank separately from their men.

The other reason Control was keeping his distance was that he hadn’t yet decided what to do about Cooper’s insubordination. He wanted to keep their relationship at arm’s length in case he decided to cut Cooper loose after the operation was concluded. It wasn’t a question of competence. Cooper was one of his best, and his uncanny ability to operate beneath the radar—the chameleonic skill to become someone else that had earned him his nickname—had made him the go-to agent on jobs where there seemed no other way of getting close to the target.

The problem was the recent run of jobs during which Cooper had lied to him. Control could accept small lies. It was a reality of their work that conditions changed, and it would be lunacy for an operative to stick to a plan formulated weeks ago just because they didn’t have a chance to run it past him first. He could accept the occasional small sin of omission. Although he demanded high standards from his staff in terms of their personal lives—he didn’t want anything to complicate their ability to deploy at short notice on operations—he accepted that they weren’t angels. There were times when they might use violence to resolve a personal dispute or do a favour for an old friend that involved tapping up a contact in the police or the military. But what Cooper had done was worse than that. It was more systematic, more sustained, more calculated, and when Control sat across from him now, he found himself wondering if he was being lied to. It couldn’t continue like that. Trust was an essential part of their relationship, and Control didn’t know if the fracture in their trust was temporary or permanent.

He dug deep for one final burst of energy that took him to the finish line, his heart pounding and sweat blurring his vision. A quick glance at his wristwatch told him that he’d gone three seconds faster than yesterday. He walked in circles for a few minutes to allow his muscles to cool, then crossed the road to a small café, its window decorated with a large Turkish flag.

The bell above the entrance tinkled as he pushed the door open. A post-run morning espresso had become part of his daily routine, and he raised a hand to greet the owner, a voluble Armenian Turk named Solly who insisted on serving his coffee every morning with a piece of Turkish delight even though Control had never once eaten it.

His coffee was already waiting on the counter.

“Don’t you have a grandchild you can give this to?” asked Control, lifting the coffee cup with one hand while sliding the saucer containing the Turkish delight back to Solly.

Solly popped the sweet into his own mouth.

“No grandchildren. Just me.”

The bell above the door tinkled again as another customer entered the café. Control watched in the mirror behind Solly as a thickset man in an expensive grey suit several sizes too small for him approached. The man launched into an angry tirade, jabbing his finger at Solly before banging his fist on the counter, rattling the saucer Control’s coffee cup had sat on. The man turned to glare at Control as though he was the one who had stepped out of line. Solly tried to placate him, but the man reached across the counter and grabbed him by the collar.

“That’s enough,” Control said.

The man tried to push past Control so that he could go around to the other side of the counter. But Control didn’t move. He didn’t push back, but he didn’t step away either, and that was enough to halt the man’s progress. Control locked eyes with him, hoping that his resolve would bring the confrontation to a swift end, but instead the man hawked up a mouthful of phlegm and spat it directly into Control’s face.

Control was surprised to reflect on how certain actions and movements had become hardwired over time. He didn’t pause to think about the right action to take—should he use an elbow or a knee?—but just leaned back from the waist as though retreating and then drove forward, slamming his forehead into the other man’s nose, splintering the bridge.
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Cooper rolled to one side to ease the stiffness in his left shoulder. He’d lain motionless and in position for the last forty-five minutes, and in all that time the only thing that had happened was that Katie had walked across the gravel car park onto the beach, unrolled a straw mat and launched into a yoga routine that ended with her adopting a cross-legged meditation pose with her eyes shut.

The muscle ache subsiding, he rolled back into position. He was lying in a hide—a concealed space the size of a coffin—that they’d worked until late the previous night to build in the back of Katie’s bright orange Volkswagen camper van. It meant that Cooper would be invisible to any passers-by who peered through the window, while allowing him to watch the goings-on through a pair of high-powered binoculars. He adjusted the focus and picked out the distant figure of NORTH STAR; he had already paddled a little over a kilometre out to sea but was beginning to make his way back to shore.

The bright orange colour of Katie’s van was no accident.

“I want him to see me,” she’d said. “I want him to register I’m a feature on the landscape.”

It was the first time that she’d gone onto the same beach as NORTH STAR for a prolonged period. She’d driven past a couple of times to confirm he was a regular, but this was the first time she’d pulled up in her van and established a presence that he would definitely register as he paddled back into shore.

A hidden microphone in her bag captured the sound of waves, the loop of ambient music playing softly from a portable speaker beside her, and her steady breathing. The audio fed directly into Cooper’s headphones in the van. He’d assured Control he was there strictly for backup, ready to cover Katie if anything went wrong, and to serve as an extra pair of eyes on the ground, picking up any details that might prove useful.

Control had locked eyes with Cooper in the small kitchen of their apartment.

“You’re not going to take a shot,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

Cooper shook his head. “That’s your job.”

But their brief conversation hadn’t stopped Cooper packing his sniper’s rifle in case an opportunity arose. This was madness, he muttered to himself, sheer madness. Did Control really expect him to pass up a gold-plated opportunity to take out the Group’s top target just so Control could have the satisfaction of expunging guilt from his conscience? It was Control who’d brought NORTH STAR into the Group. It had been a mistake, thought Cooper, a big mistake. But he was damned if he was going to twist himself out of shape just so Control could sleep better at night.

He took a rangefinder from his bag to check NORTH STAR’s distance.

His phone rang.

“Eleven?”

It was Nathan Wiley.

“How’s London?”

“Grey and wet. How are things there?”

Cooper peered out at a single cloud scudding above the vivid blue ocean.

“Passable,” he said. “What have you got for me?”

“I’ve been going through financial records. Your man has a local bank account he uses for most of his expenses.”

Cooper had asked Nathan to prioritise finances because he wanted to understand how NORTH STAR was funding his new life. He knew that the rogue agent would have received money from the Russians, possibly a considerable amount, but Cooper also knew from his MI6 experience that the Russians tended to make the big, final payout dependant on the success of the operation. There was every chance that NORTH STAR needed to secure another source of income now that he was on the run so that he could remain self-sufficient for the long-term. This might come from investments, or he might have found someone new who would pay him for his skills. But Cooper knew that simply drawing down a pot of savings was not a viable option.

“The property and surrounding land he’s rented is pretty expensive because of its location and size,” said Wiley. “He’s paying more than five thousand dollars a month. The deposit came from a bank in the Caymans, which stands at just under half a million. I’d wager that’s his savings.”

“Any income from other sources other than his savings?”

“He’s received one payment from another local account. It comes to fifteen thousand dollars.”

“Who’s it from?”

“The account is held by someone called Mehmet Erdem. I need to do some more digging to find out who he is, but open-source information says he’s a local lawyer connected to the shipping industry.”

“And he’s paid NORTH STAR? Not the other way around?”

“The money’s definitely moved from Erdem to NORTH STAR.”

Cooper spotted movement on the horizon and put his eye to the binoculars. NORTH STAR had begun to paddle back to shore. “I’ve got to go. Keep digging, would you? This doesn’t smell right to me.”

He hung up and grabbed his rangefinder: 750 metres.

NORTH STAR was entering the range in which Cooper could take a viable shot. He picked up his rifle and pressed the scope to his eye, locating the wet-suited figure standing confidently on the board. He knew what Control would think of this. If he missed, it’d certainly mean his expulsion from the Group. NORTH STAR would know they were there and disappear again, this time for good. Even if he took the shot and dropped NORTH STAR, Control might decide that he’d had enough. His operatives had to be effective, but they also had to be obedient, and Cooper couldn’t fault Control if he concluded that he’d proved himself terminally insubordinate.

Cooper was still thinking through his options when he saw a sudden change in NORTH STAR’s posture. He paddled more powerfully back to shore, seeming to focus on Katie’s van. She’d parked after he was already far out at sea, and he wouldn’t have seen it until now.

NORTH STAR dropped to a prone position on the board.

Shit.

NORTH STAR would have presented a tough shot when he was upright, but lying flat against the board made the prospect of a lethal hit unthinkable. Cooper didn’t think that he’d been spotted; even if NORTH STAR was standing ten feet away, the quality of the concealment inside Katie’s van was so good he would have struggled to see him. But he’d clearly decided that the presence of a new and unfamiliar person with a vehicle was enough to warrant caution.

Cooper couldn’t help but be impressed.

It was exactly what he would have done in the same circumstances.

He watched as NORTH STAR used his strong arms and shoulders to paddle the board effortlessly towards the shore. He was careful to keep his own Toyota truck positioned between him and the new orange van, just in case it presented a threat. Even when he hit the shore, the angle of NORTH STAR’s approach meant that Cooper didn’t get a clear view of him as he ran across the sand, the board tucked beneath his arm. He tossed it into the back of his truck and pulled out of the car park in a shower of gravel and stones.

Katie didn’t once open her eyes or look up from her meditative pose.
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One of the protocols of undercover work was the importance of keeping clear blue water between the operative—in this case Katie—and her handlers, Control and Cooper. What this meant in practice was that Katie couldn’t simply leave the beach and drive straight to the apartment to discuss the morning’s events. She had to maintain her cover routine: she shopped for groceries, attended a Turkish cookery class and returned to her hotel for a swim in the pool and a Virgin Mary on the terrace. The point of all this was to ensure that to anyone following her, she looked like the real deal and totally beyond suspicion.

Cooper and Control knew this, so they weren’t expecting her until after seven. But they started to get worried when she hadn’t shown up by half past, and when it reached nine, they began to make plans to go and look for her.

Minutes later she knocked on their door.

“Are you okay?” asked Cooper, ushering her in and looking both ways down the corridor outside.

“NORTH STAR turned up at my hotel.”

“What? Are you sure it was him?”

“One hundred per cent.”

She walked into the living room and sank down on the sofa, closing her eyes and sighing as she ran a hand through her tangled grey hair.

“I only spotted him by chance. I was just finishing my drink on the terrace, and on my way back up to my room, I stopped by the bar to sign the bill. The waitress there had to go to the kitchen to get the receipt. Her screen was showing the feeds from different security cameras around the hotel. A man was parking a black Toyota pickup in the car park. He had a cap on, but the pickup looked the same. The woman came back with my bill. I spilled my water on it and sent her back for a fresh one. That gave me a chance to have a closer look as he came into the hotel by the service entrance.”

Control sat down on the chair opposite her. He pushed a bottle of beer across the table towards her.

“Thanks,” she said. “Obviously, I couldn’t come to see you as planned. I tried to think what he’d expect me to do. I joined a group of tourists playing Frisbee on the beach. He watched me from a safe distance for an hour or so and then left.”

She took a swig of her beer.

“I’m pretty sure he went into my room. He’s good enough not to leave a trace, but there’s not much that anyone can do against the old hair-stuck-against-the-doorjamb trick.”

“What did you do next?” asked Control.

“Left the hotel and spent the last two and a half hours making sure I was clean.”

“Are you clean?” asked Control.

“Unless he has a helicopter.”

“Damn,” said Control.

Cooper’s mind was racing. What had happened was a deviation from their plan. But it wasn’t all bad. If NORTH STAR had followed Katie to check that she was legitimate, he would probably have been reassured. If he bumped into Katie again, he’d be more likely to trust her.

“You’ll need to start carrying a gun,” said Control.

“Agreed. Something small and light I can conceal. But I’m taking this as a sign of progress. I don’t think it means anything other than he’s nervous and paranoid, and we knew that already. I turn up on his favourite beach, and he wants to make sure I’m legit.”

Control sat back to consider what she had said. He turned to Cooper. “What do you think?”

“Katie makes a good point. He could’ve changed his routine and switched beaches, but he’s leaning into this.”

“We’re all on the same page, then,” said Control.

“The real question is, what’s he going to do next?” said Katie. “I’m driving a bright orange rented camper van. My ten-year-old nephew could find me on an island this small.”

“So, what do you want to do?” asked Cooper.

“Go back to the beach tomorrow. Do some yoga, meditate; maybe this time I go for a swim. And if he comes over for a chat, I’ll play it by ear. How does that sound?”

“I think it sounds good,” Cooper said. “I’ll be there again.”

“Just in case,” Control said.

“Just in case.”
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She’s back.

On its own, there was nothing suspicious about that. NORTH STAR needed to keep reminding himself that not everyone was out to get him. Alertness was good, but paranoia was bad, he told himself, even though at times he certainly felt as though he was skirting the dark edge of paranoia. He was drawn to this beach because of the view and the way the headland took the edge off the wind on those days when it was blowing hard. If he liked it here, he should expect that others would feel the same way. It wasn’t as if the woman looked like any kind of threat. He put her in her mid-sixties and so skinny that he could have picked her up by the throat with one hand. She was strong, he could see that from the rigour of her yoga workout, but he was more than equipped to handle her if it came to any kind of confrontation.

But it wouldn’t.

Besides, the last thing he wanted to do was change his routine. The hours he spent out here on his board were the best time of his day. It not only gave him a workout, but it also provided him with a deep feeling of connection to the wider world. It made him feel that he could go anywhere and do anything.

It made him forget that he was a captive in a prison of his own making.

He lifted his paddle from the waves and held it aloft to stretch the ache out of his side. The bullet hadn’t done any lasting damage, but he felt a tightness in the muscle that would take a while to heal. He lifted his face briefly to the sun, breathing deeply of the salty air.

He looked back on the last six months with a feeling of deep professional pride. After coming so close to death outside the hotel in Iceland, when Control and one of his team had lured him into a trap, he’d built a new life that should’ve given him total peace of mind. Every aspect of it had been constructed around one central idea: how would it protect me from the Group? The woods around his property were filled with traps, and he’d set up firing positions within the house that covered every single angle of approach. A grab-bag was ready by the door, and he could sling it onto his back and enter the woods in any direction and know his exfiltration routes by heart. He’d created cache sites in the woods—buried containers with food, weapons and cash—that could keep him going for weeks if required.

But there was a downside to the life he’d built, and he was only just beginning to count the cost. At first, he’d been grateful for the insomnia. He’d told himself it was vigilance, and he used the hours of darkness to patrol his house and the surrounding land. He spent hours monitoring his cameras but never felt satisfied with their position, and as soon as the sun dipped below the horizon, he was out in the woods, making minute adjustments to an angle or the way they were camouflaged. He’d disassemble and reassemble his weapons over and over again until his fingers felt numb, and his need to avoid supermarkets meant that he ate the same meals every day.

It was a prison. His life was dominated by routine, anxiety and paranoia.

It had taken him six months to realise this wasn’t how he wanted to spend the rest of his days.

A swell caught the board, and he braced to keep his balance. He glanced towards shore and saw the woman sitting there impassively.

Buddha, he thought. I’ll call her Buddha.

He found himself wondering what it would be like to have a normal conversation with someone. It seemed unthinkable, yet he began to imagine which questions he might ask her about yoga or the benefits of meditation. What would be wrong with that? He could cross the sand towards her, stick out his hand and say hi, like any normal person.

He’d already checked out her hotel room and found nothing odd there, and she looked ordinary enough playing Frisbee on the beach with the American tourists.

It wasn’t as though he hadn’t already begun to widen his horizons. He’d been searching a shipping yard on the southern side of the island just two months earlier when something unexpected had fallen into his lap. He’d gone there to explore how easy it would be to slip aboard a cargo ship if the Group came calling and he needed to leave the island. But then he’d turned the corner and run into a pair of overzealous security guards. One of them fumbled for a sidearm while the other raised his asp, preparing to bring the thin metal stick crashing down on his head.

It had taken him under a minute to put them both down, and another minute after that to cross the perimeter and get away over the chain-link fence. He’d thought that was the end of it. But the next day his phone had rung, and the urbane, smooth-talking man at the other end—he introduced himself as Mehmet Erdem—told him that the shipyard owner had enjoyed watching the CCTV footage of his performance and wished to meet.

“How the hell did you find me?” he had asked.

“We are well connected. There’s not much that goes on here that escapes our attention. But never mind about that. The last thing we would do is inform the authorities of what happened, and the two guards you beat up are insignificant. I’m calling because we may have a problem that you could help us with.”

That had been two months earlier. The ‘problem’ turned out to be the elimination of a business rival. It wasn’t like working for the Group. The target was the eldest son of a Greek shipping magnate trying to muscle into new territory and killing him had been incredibly easy. He hadn’t even had a security team with him, just a twenty-something girlfriend who was every bit as inebriated as he was. The police had found their bodies the next day surrounded by enough drug paraphernalia to make it an open-and-shut case: death by misadventure.

“If something else comes up,” said Erdem the next day, “I’ll give you a call.”

The relationship provided three key things: cash, a local sponsor with contacts in the police and—if it came to it—a potential route off the island. It had been his first foray into the outside world since arriving in Cyprus, and so far it had been an unmitigated success. He was in a strong position. Perhaps it was time to relax a little, make a friend or two, begin to build a life that was sustainable in the longer term.

What was the worst that could happen?

The woman on the beach opened her eyes and stood to stretch. An idea came to him. He would lay a trap. If she was more than she seemed, if he had the slightest suspicion that she had been sent by Control as part of the Group, she’d walk right into it.

And that would be that.

He pulled his paddleboard ashore, leaned it against his truck and walked over to her.

The sound of his feet on the pebbles made her turn.

“Hi there,” he said.
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“Hello,” she said, raising a hand to shield her eyes as she squinted into the sun.

“You’ve obviously been doing yoga for a long time.”

“Why’d you say that?”

“Some of those moves look difficult.”

“I started when I was twenty. I came off the back of my boyfriend’s motorbike and hurt my shoulder. The physio suggested I take up yoga, and I’m still doing it.”

He placed her accent as southern US, perhaps Georgia or Tennessee. The tattoos down her arms had faded from years of sunlight, and the bottom few inches of her grey curly hair showed traces of a reddish colour.

“I’ve been lifting weights for fifteen years, and I still think that some of those positions would be hard,” he said.

“It’s about flexibility, balance and breathing as much as raw strength.” She nodded out towards the sea. “Paddleboarding’s about balance, too. If you decide to give yoga a try, you might find that you have a head start.”

He studied her clothes. If she was undercover, she would probably have been issued with new clothes for this operation, but everything she wore looked baggy from years of overuse and bleached by seawater and sunshine. A small speaker by her bag played ambient music. She didn’t look like an agent, but he wasn’t naïve. Agencies would often choose personnel purely on the basis that they looked disarming.

“I’ve been thinking of giving it a go. As much for the mindfulness side of it as anything else.”

“Lots of people treat it purely as a form of physical exercise, and that’s fine, but of course, it’s rooted in a tradition of meditation and spirituality. I’d be happy to help you pick the right school if that’d be helpful.”

She was inching closer to his trap.

“I like the idea of something meditative. Something calming. I’m a crypto trader, and there are times when it’s stressful.”

“And solitary? That carries its own costs.”

“I prefer to work on my own.”

“I know what you mean. I used to work for an accountancy firm in the Midwest. Couldn’t wait to get out of it. Now I run a little yoga studio in Georgia. In fact, I’m thinking of bringing my students out here on a retreat.”

“That’s why you’re here? Scouting?”

“Partly. Just getting a sense of the place and its energy and making a list of the best beaches. I’ve got a long list of places to check out before I fly home next week.” She bent down to roll up her yoga mat. “Are you here on holiday?”

He paused. He was hardwired to be on alert whenever someone asked him a personal question.

“I live here.”

She nodded. “I’m envious.”

Time to set his trap.

“I tell you what,” he said, as though an idea had just come to him. “Why don’t we meet up tomorrow morning in Cumhuriyet Park? It’s pretty there. You can run me through a yoga routine, and I’ll buy you lunch at a little vegan place I know that’s just opened.”

It was a normal-sounding invitation, but she’d already told him she had a busy schedule. Any ordinary person would politely decline an offer like this from a total stranger. But if she’d been sent by Control, she would happily cancel other engagements to meet up with him tomorrow. He realised he was holding his breath and forced himself to exhale.

“Thanks,” she said, smiling up at him. “It’s a really nice idea, but I’ve made an appointment to view a studio space in the city tomorrow morning.”

He nodded, a smile spreading across his face.

She’s genuine, he said to himself. You can relax.

“Maybe some other time, then,” he said.

“That’d be nice,” she said, turning to pack up her belongings into her bag.

His feet crunched on the pebbles as he walked back to his pickup truck.
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The sudden appearance of NORTH STAR a few days previously at Katie’s hotel meant that the team was forced to adopt a new, more rigorous set of security protocols. They couldn’t take a chance that her anti-surveillance drills weren’t good enough and NORTH STAR was able to follow her to a meeting. Instead, Cooper told her, she should get up early each morning, borrow one of the hotel’s electric bikes and go for a ride along the coast road. At some point along one stretch, Cooper explained, you’ll see a red baseball cap hanging on the edge of a fence. Take the next left.

Katie took the corner at speed and immediately saw a parked SUV with the boot open. Cooper waved her over.

“Hop in the back seat. I’ll put your bike in the trunk.”

Control was behind the wheel. He drove them inland through a series of winding, dusty roads while Cooper kept a lookout through the back window for any sign that they were being followed. The route had been carefully chosen to ensure they had thick tree cover overhead in case NORTH STAR had access to a drone.

Once Cooper was satisfied they were clean, he indicated to Control, and they pulled onto a bumpy path that led them even further away from the road.

“He invited me to lunch in Nicosia today,” Katie said.

“That’s good,” said Control. “Where and when?”

“We didn’t get that far. I said no. I was tempted, but it would’ve been weird for a single woman on a beach with a busy schedule to drop everything and have lunch with a strange man.”

“Probably the right call,” Cooper said.

“Definitely. No sane woman would’ve said yes to that. I don’t know the dude from Adam. We’ve also got to consider that he doesn’t lead anything remotely resembling a sociable life. He doesn’t have any friends; he doesn’t eat in cafés; he rarely even goes into Nicosia. Isn’t that what you told me? Even if we’re right and he does crave social connection, would he do something like this? It feels unnatural to me. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was testing me.”

“Which would mean he’s paranoid,” Control said. “That he doesn’t know if he can trust you, even though he’s been to your hotel and searched your room.”

“I think so. But it also says he wants to trust me. He could’ve just walked away and found another beach. But he didn’t. He wanted to talk.” She shifted in her seat and leaned forward. “I could see it in his eyes. He’s got this haunted look about him. He’s not in a great place, and I could see genuine curiosity about me and what I was doing. He wants to connect. My guess would be that he’s not a born loner, but he’s living like one, and it’s starting to drive him crazy.”

Cooper placed one hand on Katie’s shoulder and with the other pointed at the distant figure of a mountain biker, his bright jersey flashing as he cycled along a nearby track. Katie ducked down and waited until he had passed out of sight.

“We don’t need you to become his best friend,” said Cooper. “We just need him to drop his guard. We wait for that, and then we jump in and create a situation he’s not expecting. That’s when we do what we need to do.”

Control nodded, then gazed out of the window.

“Sir?”

“We stage a road accident. On one of the roads we think he uses. He drives past and sees Katie’s van in the ditch. He’s already decided she’s genuine, so he’s not on alert. He jumps out of his pickup, runs over to see if he can help, then…” He snapped his fingers.

“I like it,” said Cooper. “He gets the surprise of his life. It’s not Katie behind the wheel—it’s you.”
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“Well?” said Control. “Do you want to come for a run or not?”

The invitation took Cooper by surprise. He was momentarily lost for words.

“Get your kit on,” said Control, losing patience. “It’s not really a question.”

They left the apartment complex and within minutes had turned off the main road and begun to climb into the hills. It was an unusually hot day, and before long their legs were covered in a film of dust and sweat. Cooper was thirty years younger than Control, but it was the older man who drove them hard, refusing to slow when the gradient increased. Thorny clumps of wildflower formed bright splashes of colour beside the trail, and the earth underfoot was a reddish brown. At one point Cooper slipped on a patch of small rocks, falling to one knee, and he glanced up to see that instead of slowing, Control had taken the opportunity to accelerate away.

Okay, he thought. It’s like that, is it?

Wiping the sweat from his eyes, Cooper set off after Control, welcoming the opportunity to really push himself. It wasn’t that Cooper had been deliberately going slowly. It was more that he didn’t yet understand why Control had invited him for a run. It was possible that Control was going to fire him, but it was equally possible that he wanted to make peace. Until it was clear which way this was going to go, Cooper thought it best to let him set the pace.

They turned the corner, and Cooper saw the landmark they were heading for: a stone tower beside a cliff edge that looked out over jagged peaks of the Kyrenia mountains. He accelerated, feeling the burn in his legs as he drove hard to catch up with Control. As he came alongside, Control widened his elbows for balance and almost caught Cooper above his right eye. It threw Cooper off balance, and Control took advantage of the situation to veer into Cooper’s path and reach the tower first.

Both men were breathing heavily. Cooper walked in circles with his hands on his hips, gulping mouthfuls of the fresh mountain air, and Control knelt on the ground to rest his forehead on the cool earth.

It was several minutes before either of them could speak.

“We need to talk,” said Control. “We can’t continue like this.”

Cooper nodded. Even in the best of circumstances, it would be hard to share every waking hour. But the tension between the two men, driven by Cooper’s inability to follow the rules, had made it close to impossible.

“One of the reasons I left the military,” said Control, still breathing deeply, “was that the rules of hierarchy were too rigid. My men were required to obey every order I made, and if one of them so much as stepped a toe across the line, they’d be disciplined in such a way that made them think twice before ever doing it again. If you go back further in time, you’ll find the rules were even more severe. Firing squads. Hanging. Insubordination was not permitted. Harsh discipline was the only way to run an army. The alternative was chaos.”

Cooper nodded.

“The problem I had with that system was that there was no way to take advantage of the raw abilities of my men. I had some incredible soldiers, natural tacticians, born leaders—but at every stage of a deployment, they were required to defer to me and my judgement even if I was in the wrong.”

He looked directly at Cooper for the first time.

“I’m presenting the case for your defence, Eleven. When you break the rules—and you do break the rules—you do so because your instincts or your judgement tell you that you’re onto something, and in most cases you’re right. But there’s an equally persuasive case for the prosecution. I simply can’t have you in the Group if I must question whether you’ll do something every time I tell you to do it.”

“I understand,” said Cooper. “I suppose part of this is a hangover from MI6. Intelligence is a lot looser than the military. I’d be given something to do and expected to develop a plan and execute it myself, usually overseas, often in environments where there would be no prospect of a phone call to London to get approval. I suppose I’m still operating according to that culture.”

“There will be times when you are forced to change direction,” said Control. “I understand that. It’s the nature of operating in the real world. But what you did on this operation could not have been further from that. I expected you to board a flight to New Zealand, and then had to hear that you’d landed in Northern Cyprus instead. Let me leave you in no doubt whatsoever about what I think about that. Next time, if we agree on something, that’s what you will do. If you ever again take it upon yourself to disregard my orders and execute a completely different plan, we’re finished. Deliberate dishonesty will not be tolerated. This will be over. Is that clear?”

Cooper took a step towards Control and stuck out his hand.

“Clear, sir.”
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The bell tinkled above the door of the café as the two men entered, their T-shirts stained with sweat from their run.

“The last thing my heart needs right now is a Turkish coffee,” said Cooper.

“I’ll get you a juice,” said Control.

“Let me go and splash some water on my face.”

The café owner, Solly, emerged from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a tea towel that was tucked into his trousers. His glasses were taped up at the side where they’d been slammed into the hard wooden surface of his counter. He smiled tightly at the sight of Control and glanced around the café nervously.

“The usual?” he said.

“Plus an orange juice, Solly,” said Control. “How are you?”

“Oh, fine, fine,” said Solly. “I think the orange juice is in the back.”

Before Control could point out that the carton was in plain sight on the kitchen counter, Solly had disappeared back through the swinging door. Control took the opportunity to glance at the other customers: a mixture of local students, a couple of out-of-season tourists and a few elderly neighbourhood residents.

He heard the kitchen door swing open again.

“Ah, there it is,” he heard Solly say. “Would it be alright if I put the drinks in takeaway cups for you?”

He’d never asked Control that question before.

“Why?”

“Oh, you know,” Solly said, his voice trailing off. He couldn’t keep his eyes from scanning the street outside. “I appreciated your help the last time you were here, I really did. But this kind of thing causes some problems. Really, it is better if you do not become involved in disagreements like this.” 

Control understood the logic of what Solly was saying. Whatever relationship Solly had to his attacker, it would continue long after Control and Cooper had left the island. Solly would have to find his own way to deal with it. The problem with intervening in the way Control had done was that it risked humiliating one of the parties and ultimately making things worse.

“I understand that,” he said, “and I apologise if I complicated things for you. It was hard for me to walk away, but that’s a question of pride, and there’s no reason that my ego should make your life harder.”

He put some money on the counter to pay for the drinks.

“Takeaway cups will be fine,” he said. “Do you mind if I ask what it was all about?”

“I was late in making some payments, this is all.”

“Your landlord collects rent like that?”

“Not rent, no…” The café owner glanced at the window again and lowered his voice. “You see, I am Armenian, and one of the ways that a small community like mine keeps the peace is by making donations to businessmen. If you know what I mean.”

Protection money. The same thing happened the world over, and Control wasn’t going to right a universal wrong by headbutting a thug. Far better to step back. Besides, he was here for someone else, and getting into fights was hardly consistent with keeping a low profile.

“I understand. I’ll leave the local politics to you.”

A look of alarm flashed across Solly’s face. Control heard the bell above the door. The first man to step through was wearing the same expensive grey suit as last time. His nose was bandaged, and both eyes were heavily bruised. He was followed by a second man, several inches taller and a good fifty pounds heavier, most of the weight distributed across his powerful shoulders and back.

Without bothering to utter a word, the man in grey grabbed Control by the elastic neck of his T-shirt and tried to drag him outside. Control gripped the edge of the counter to brace himself and kicked once, hard, at the man’s kneecap. He yelped with pain and stepped backwards, carefully testing his leg before putting his full weight on it.

“Please,” said Solly, desperation and fear audible in his voice. “Go with them. It will be over much quicker this way. Otherwise, they will destroy this place.”

“You called them, didn’t you? That’s why you went back into the kitchen. It wasn’t for the orange juice.”

“You don’t understand. I don’t have a choice. You don’t have a choice. Please go with them, or they will cause more problems for me and my family.”

The bigger man stepped forward and tried to grab Control’s arms to pull him outside, but Control stepped back from them and put up his hands to attempt de-escalation. By now everyone in the café was watching them.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” he said. “But I’m also not looking for a fight. If it’s an apology you want, I can give you that. I shouldn’t have got in the way of whatever disagreement you have with this gentleman.”

“Too late for apologies.”

“If you want me to find another café, I will. You won’t see me here again.”

“You’re right about that.”

The man in the grey suit made a gesture with his head towards Control and muttered something in Turkish, prompting the larger man behind him to step forwards again. Control’s back was almost against the wall. The man engulfed him in a bear hug, squeezing tight to secure Control’s arms and expel all the air from his lungs, before picking him up as though he weighed nothing. He started to carry him towards the door. They were halfway there when Control managed to pull his hands free. He spread his arms wide and then brought them together hard, slamming his open palms against the ears of the man carrying him.

The man yelled and released Control, putting both hands to his head and squeezing his eyes shut in pain. Control followed up with a hard knee to the man’s groin that caused him to double over and vomit onto Solly’s clean floor.

“I’m going to walk out of here,” said Control to the other man. “But if you lay a finger on me, I’ll break it off. Do you understand?”

The man in the grey suit reached into his waistband and pulled out a small handgun. Pointing it at the ground between them with a stiff arm, the man spoke quietly.

“We don’t need to do this in here.” He jerked his head towards the door. “Outside now.”

Control spread his hands and nodded. Keeping his distance, he began to edge around the large man on the floor and stepped towards the door. He could lunge for the weapon, but it would turn into a grappling match, and in a crowded café, that carried too many risks.

Besides, Control knew what was about to happen.

The door to the bathroom edged open behind the man in the grey suit, and Cooper stepped out. The man wheeled around, his head turning faster than his outstretched hand. Cooper took hold of the man’s firing hand and slammed it down hard towards his raised knee while with his other hand he gripped the man’s elbow.

It was like snapping a piece of plywood.

The man screamed, dropping the gun and stumbling backwards, cradling his broken arm.

Control picked up the gun and emptied the bullets onto the floor.

“Probably best to go somewhere else,” he said.
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Cooper and Control had no plans to see Katie that night. They’d agreed to keep all meetings to an absolute minimum, as every time they instructed Katie to leave her hotel to see them, there was a risk that she would be followed. But the events in the café had forced their hand, so Cooper made a call from a payphone to her hotel.

“Hello?”

“I’m calling from the British Airways office in Nicosia,” he said, using the cover story they’d agreed. “We’re letting our customers know that the departure time of their flight next week has been brought forward to seven o’clock.”

She knew what that meant: they needed to see her.

She was on her electric bike at seven, scanning the road ahead for a glimpse of a red cap. Minutes later she was in the back of a car with Cooper while Control drove them at speed along a series of back roads.

“We take out NORTH STAR in the morning,” said Control.

“So soon? What’s the rush?”

“Charlie and I had a dust-up with some locals. I don’t believe they’ll involve the police, but we should consider that the clock is ticking on our time here.”

“There’s no reason why we shouldn’t go now,” said Cooper. “NORTH STAR has followed you, searched your hotel room and laid a trap for you, and on all three occasions you’ve come out smelling of roses. Insofar as he trusts anyone, he trusts you. There’s no time better than the present.”

“You’re in charge,” she said. “What’s the plan?”

Cooper unfurled a map across his knees.

“The problem we’ve got is that NORTH STAR varies his route every day.” He tapped a stretch of coastline. “We know he’ll be heading here, to this beach, but he could get there from any one of several different directions. We’ll need to stage our show very close.”

Cooper knew he had to tread carefully with this next phase, especially as he and Control had just struck a truce. But Cooper had privately concluded that Control insisting that he be the one to look NORTH STAR in the eye and pull the trigger was a mistake. There were too many unknowns. It was possible that NORTH STAR would see that it was a man rather than a woman in the van. It was also possible, although Cooper would never say this aloud, that NORTH STAR would be quicker than Control, draw his own weapon and escape.

“Are we sticking to the original idea?” asked Katie. “The van’s stuck in a ditch, but when he comes over to help, he finds you in the driver’s seat rather than me?”

“That’s certainly a strong option,” said Cooper. “The issue is that someone else—a good Samaritan—might see the van and stop to help.”

“What are the other options?”

Cooper braced himself. He wasn’t the sort of person who could go along with plans he didn’t believe in for the sake of making someone else happy, even if that someone else was his boss. He was going to have to say something.

“I don’t think that⁠—”

Control cut him off before he could get the sentence out.

“What Charlie’s trying to say is that we’ve studied all the options and concluded that I shouldn’t be the one to pull the trigger.”

It was the last thing Cooper had expected to hear.

“As much as I’d like to do it,” Control went on, “putting me in the van is too risky. It makes much more sense that he should see you there. That’s what he’ll be expecting, and that’s what will reassure him.”

“I told you,” said Katie. “I’m not taking the shot for you.”

“You won’t need to,” said Control. “There’s tree cover all along that road. Charlie takes up position out of sight with a rifle and a scope. NORTH STAR comes along and sees your van, stops his truck, gets out and makes it a step or two in your direction before Charlie drops him.”
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It was close to midnight when NORTH STAR was jolted awake by a beeping beside his bed. He rolled over and activated the screen of his iPad with his fingerprint. One of the pressure pads on the main track leading to his property had been activated. He closed the page and switched to the app that received the feeds from his cameras.

He saw it immediately.

A black Mercedes sedan, its headlights dimmed, crawling through the woods in his direction.

He rolled out of bed, slipping on a pair of black cargo trousers, a black rollneck sweater and boots. Within seconds he was downstairs. He knew who drove that particular black car, but that didn’t mean he trusted them. No one had called him to say they were coming, and he’d learned over the years to expect that every visitor brought bad news.

Kicking aside a rug, he lifted a wooden trapdoor set into the floor of his farmhouse. It had originally been a grain silo, and the estate agent had been at pains to point out that the ceiling was too low for it to be useful as an extra room. But NORTH STAR had spotted additional wooden doors along one side of the cellar that provided access to the grain from the outside, and a few straightforward modifications had turned them into potential escape routes out of the building that could be used without being seen. He’d also discovered a boarded-up irrigation tunnel that ran for several hundred feet under the hills around the property. It was a very tight fit for someone of his build, but he’d found that if he stretched out, he could make it all the way through.

His phone rang.

“It is Mehmet. I will be with you in five minutes.”

Slipping his Glock into the waistband of his trousers, NORTH STAR stepped outside. He stood off to one side, hidden by the trees, and watched as the car glided soundlessly up to his front door. The driver, a white-haired man in a suit, stayed in the vehicle and kept the engine idling while the back door of the car opened.

NORTH STAR gave it a minute and then stepped out.

“How are you, Mehmet?”

“The boss has a request.”

The boss was always nameless. NORTH STAR preferred it that way. He knew that Erdem was a lawyer who paid well and on time. That was all he needed to know.

“He was so pleased with what you did last time that he decided to give this one to you without any discussion. It concerns his sister’s son. It is taking him longer than most to learn the ropes and understand how things work. An incident yesterday is a good example of this. For the second time in a week, he was beaten. This time it happened in front of a café full of people, so you can imagine how word has spread around the island. There is also the question of physical harm. A broken nose and a black eye are one thing, but his arm was broken, too. There may be some lasting nerve damage.”

NORTH STAR nodded.

“The boss is… philosophical about this. Bad things happen, and his nephew may even learn something useful. But his sister, this young man’s mother, well… to say she is angry is an understatement. The boss doesn’t want to cause unnecessary tension with the Armenian community, as this might disrupt his business interests elsewhere. But he has promised his sister that he will do something. In any case, the two men who hurt his nephew are both foreigners, so they do not matter so much.”

Finally, thought NORTH STAR. Now we’re getting to the point. “You want me to kill them.”

The lawyer nodded.

“Timeline?”

“As soon as you can.”

“Fine.”

Erdem reached into the Mercedes and handed NORTH STAR a slim brown envelope.

“Let me know when it’s done.”

NORTH STAR watched as the vehicle disappeared among the trees. He tore open the envelope to slide out the pictures. The first man looked familiar, he thought, but he couldn’t place him exactly. Brown hair, athletic, but nothing that would make someone stand out from the crowd.

He looked at the second picture.

His blood ran cold.

Control.
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Although they didn’t expect NORTH STAR to arrive at the beach until seven, Cooper reached his firing position in the woods a good two hours earlier, before the sun began its steady climb into a clear blue sky. He spent the first hour lying in silence, getting used to the sights and sounds of the woods around him, before he got to his knees and began to assemble his rifle. He was happy with his position and the view it gave him of where they had agreed NORTH STAR would most likely stop his vehicle to help Katie. He needed enough foliage to hide him from sight, but not so much that it would obstruct the shot, so he crept forward from his position and used his hunting knife to trim a few leaves and branches.

He felt his phone vibrate as a message flashed onto the screen. It was from Control.

In position.

The phone vibrated with a second message.

Cover is good, visibility is good.

Although there were perhaps a dozen roads that NORTH STAR could take through the woods, they all led through one single pinch point: a hundred-metre stretch of a two-lane road that swept down from the hills and turned south to run alongside the ocean. That was where Control was located. He had got there on a powerful dirt bike that Cooper had stolen from a dealership outside the small town of Arapköy. The barren and exposed coastal landscape made any sort of concealment difficult, so Control had dug first the bike and then himself into a point among the sand dunes where the reeds were thickest. They’d discussed putting Cooper there to take the shot, but the absence of traffic at that time of morning meant that NORTH STAR’s truck would be travelling at speed, making any shot extremely difficult.

Another message appeared on the screen.

I’m five minutes out.

This one was from Katie.

Cooper started his stopwatch.

NORTH STAR knew where she was staying, so it was imperative she maintained a normal routine in case he had paid a member of staff to report back to him. She’d timed her journey down to the last minute, and if all went according to plan, would arrive at the stretch of road just in front of where Cooper was hiding nine minutes and thirty seconds before NORTH STAR usually appeared.

They had gone back and forth for what felt like hours in their discussions the previous day. Cooper wanted her to set up well in advance of NORTH STAR’s appearance, just in case he decided to turn up earlier than usual that morning, but Katie was worried that a passing member of the public might stop to offer help.

“I can’t sit there pretending to fix a puncture for a whole hour. What if someone stops to see if I’m alright?”

“So what if they do?” asked Cooper. “You tell them it’s all in hand and send them on their way.”

“And if they come back along the same road half an hour later and I’m still there?”

“Is that really likely?” Cooper protested.

“It doesn’t matter whether it’s likely,” said Katie. “It’s possible. A single call to the police and we’re screwed. As long as I’m in position ten minutes before him, we’re good. I’ll set up the jack beneath the van, loosen the bolts on a tyre and wait for him to arrive.”

Cooper looked at Control.

“I think she’s right,” he had said. “It’s a solid plan.”

Cooper nodded. She was right. In a perfect world, Katie would arrive in plenty of time to get set up. But it was often very difficult, if not impossible, to set things up perfectly. When there were this many moving parts, you just needed to trust in your planning and personnel.

After that, it was a question of holding your nerve.

Cooper’s phone vibrated again.

Orange van, wrote Control.

Katie had arrived on time, if not a little early. Cooper knew that she would come into his field of vision in just over a minute. He’d be able to see as she pulled her van over to the side of the road.

Black truck, Control wrote. Black truck.

Shit, thought Cooper, checking his watch. NORTH STAR was early. That wouldn’t give Katie any time to get the jack out and make it look as though she’d had a puncture.

He put his eye to the scope and began to steady his breathing. It was possible he was going to have to take a shot through the windscreen of the moving truck, and that was a long way from ideal.
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NORTH STAR swung his Toyota down from the hill road and quickly caught sight of an orange flash up ahead, a vehicle a few hundred metres in the distance. He’d been awake all night after Erdem’s visit and the unexpected news that Control was on the island. He hadn’t wasted time mulling over the implications. The truth was clear: the Group had tracked him down. They’d found his home, his new identity, the life he’d built from scratch.

Everything.

And they were preparing to tear it all down around him.

He rolled down the window, inhaling the salty sea air, his mind racing with possibilities. If Control was here, then by now he’d have a plan to eliminate him. The man in the car ahead was clearly one of Control’s operatives, maybe even the one who’d taken the shot at him through the snowstorm.

Did they have cameras trained on his house?

A tracker on his van?

A week-old phone call suddenly came back to him; the estate agent who’d rented him the place had mentioned a location scout inquiring about the property. At the time, it struck him as strange, but he’d dismissed it as paranoia.

Now it all fit together.

Every escape route he’d mapped out depended on spotting the Group coming for him with enough time to slip away. But they were already too close, which meant those routes were likely compromised. They’d know about the stash of passports in the locker at the Nicosia airport and the connections to Erdem and his shipping interests.

If they’d been watching for weeks, they’d know everything…

He needed a new plan, something they couldn’t anticipate, a way off the island immediately.

The only advantage he had was that they didn’t know he’d been tipped off. Erdem had told him about Control and the other operative roughing up a kid in a coffee shop. That wasn’t part of any well-laid plan; they’d clearly been rattled into making a mistake.

They still thought they had the element of surprise.

He’d devised a simple plan just after dawn: if anyone was watching, he couldn’t let them suspect he knew they were there. He’d stick to his routine. Drive his truck to the beach, paddle out as usual. But once he was out of sight, he’d veer west along the coastline and cross into Greek waters, landing near Ayia Napa. From there, he’d have options: he could hire a jet ski and slip into Turkish waters, charter a speedboat to Beirut, or even call in favours from his Russian contacts to help him escape.

Whatever he chose, he’d be gone long before Control realised he was missing.

The orange van up ahead suddenly swerved hard as though a tyre had blown. It jerked to the right, the front wheels dropping off the road into a ditch, the rear end tipping up, wheels still spinning in the air.

NORTH STAR checked his rear-view mirror.

Nothing.

The road stretched empty in both directions.

He began to ease off the accelerator.

The woman he thought of as Buddha stepped out of the van and walked around to the back, dazed but unhurt, leaning on the chassis for support. She looked up at the sound of his truck, squinting, and waved.

Did they think he was stupid?

It was impossible she’d just happened to show up at the exact moment Control was closing in.

Impossible.

She grinned, pointed at the van, and shrugged.

He forced himself to smile.

He scanned the area. There was a thick line of foliage nearby.

Was someone waiting there with a rifle? Did they already have him in their sights?

He reached under the seat, grabbed his Glock, leaned out the window, and fired a single shot, knocking her to the ground.

Then he slammed on the accelerator.
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Cooper watched from behind the trees as NORTH STAR sat unmoving in the truck. What was taking him so long? He focussed the sight on the man’s face, catching slight flickers across his brow.

Flickers of doubt.

NORTH STAR knew.

The realisation snapped into place: NORTH STAR knew something was wrong.

Cooper noticed the way the sunlight caught the pickup’s windscreen and realised it was reinforced glass. Shooting through it would be useless. But the side window was open, and if NORTH STAR moved to the right, Cooper would have a clear shot.

Come on, he muttered. Just a few inches.

NORTH STAR smiled at Katie, reaching for something on the passenger seat. His hand appeared at the window, followed by a sharp crack as he fired.

Katie staggered back against the orange van, clutching her side.

Damn it.

The Toyota lurched forward just as Cooper’s first shot struck the windscreen, spidering the reinforced glass. The second shot glanced off the truck’s chassis. Cooper reloaded and fired again. NORTH STAR gripped the wheel, fighting to control the truck. The open passenger window gave Cooper a slim target, so he fired into it, hoping for a lucky shot. The truck roared away; Cooper fired and struck one of the rear tyres, blowing it out.

Cooper slung his rifle over his shoulder and sprinted down through the trees, sliding down the steep bank onto the road. Katie lay a few feet away, her blood bright against the orange van. He shrugged off his jacket, bundled it up, and pressed it firmly against her wound.

“Can you hear me?”

Her face was twisted in pain, her body tensing.

“Katie?”

He glanced down the road. NORTH STAR’s Toyota had come to a stop. The driver’s door swung open, and NORTH STAR staggered out, one hand clutching his side as he disappeared into the treeline.

“Katie—can you hear me?”

She nodded, pressing hard on the bundled jacket to staunch the blood.

The sound of a dirt bike caught his attention. Cooper looked up to see Control racing down the road. Control slowed as he approached, but Cooper waved him on.

“Go after him! He’s already in the woods—ditch the bike and go on foot.”

Control revved the engine, the rear wheel skidding as he took off down the road in pursuit.
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Control braked hard as he reached NORTH STAR’s truck. A faint trail of blood on the tarmac showed where his target had entered the forest. Control dropped the bike, drew his Glock from its shoulder holster, and scrambled up the steep bank into the shadowed trees.

He paused, kneeling to let his eyes adjust to the dim light. He strained for any sound: crashing foliage, snapping branches. If NORTH STAR managed to slip away here, tracking him in the woods would be nearly impossible. Thousands of acres stretched out before them, and someone as skilled as he would know how to disappear.

Control moved forward in a low crouch, pistol extended, muzzle sweeping from side to side. He stayed low, ready to drop if needed. The forest was silent; even the birds were still, a sure sign NORTH STAR was nearby. But he might as well have vanished into thin air.

Control’s gut told him NORTH STAR had stopped, watching and waiting.

He dropped to one knee and weighed his options. Moving forward blind was a gamble but standing still meant giving up control; something he couldn’t afford.

He needed to force NORTH STAR out.

Control scanned the trees along the bank. NORTH STAR might have gone deeper into the forest, but that felt too predictable. The counter-intuitive move would be to stick near the treeline, ready to drop down and ambush a passing vehicle.

It was a risk, but Control had to make a move.

He aimed into the shadowed line of trees and fired.

Silence, then a sudden crashing. NORTH STAR—hidden farther along the treeline than Control had guessed—burst from cover and bolted diagonally into the deeper woods. He had a solid head start, and his injury didn’t seem to slow him down, but at least he was out in the open.
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Cooper spotted Control’s figure in the distance and quickened his pace. He could see the fatigue in the set of the older man’s shoulders, but that wasn’t surprising. A three-hour chase through mountainous woodland would wear anyone down.

“You all right?” he asked, dropping beside Control on the slope.

“Fine. Katie?”

“She’s okay. A minibus came by—they’re taking her to the hospital.”

Cooper scanned the trees around them, recalling his first time in these woods just weeks earlier and the discovery that NORTH STAR had rigged the area with hidden cameras and pressure pads.

“How close are we to the farmhouse?”

“Just over a kilometre,” said Control, wincing as he adjusted his position. “We should be outside his surveillance perimeter.”

Cooper leaned back against the steep bank and studied the terrain. “You’re probably right. I didn’t see anything on the way in. We’re in a good spot here. The question is how we get over this bank and down to the house without triggering any alarms. Stay here. I’m going to take a look.”

Cooper crept to the top of the bank and peered down. The slope leading to the farmhouse was unusually steep. Shifting a few feet to the side, he found a line of sight to a window at the building’s corner, but it wasn’t ideal if he was thinking about taking a shot. The window was shuttered, and even if it opened, the angle left little room for error. He’d have to get closer, risking the traps likely laid across the hillside.

It would be a near-suicidal approach.

He slid back down to Control.

“How long’s he been inside?” he asked.

“About thirty minutes. He zigzagged through the hills, looking for a way out, but I kept close enough to wear him down. He’s injured and probably needs to treat it.”

“So he’s stuck, wondering how to get past anyone we might have waiting. His truck’s done for, so he’s on foot. But we can’t get down there without exposing ourselves.”

“We could wait him out. He’ll need medical help eventually.”

“We don’t have that kind of time. Katie’s wound will be reported as a gunshot at the hospital. The police will find our vehicles soon enough, and then we’ll have men, dogs, and helicopters to think about.” Cooper paused as a realisation hit him. “Damn. That’s his plan. He’s digging in and waiting for the police to arrive.”

Control nodded. “I think you’re right. In the worst case, he’s jailed locally. That’ll be bad, but he’ll find a way out.”

“It gives him a better chance at escaping than trying his luck with us.”

“Agreed.”

Control paused for a moment, and, eventually, his expression changed.

“What are you thinking, sir?”

Control turned to him, a glint of purpose in his eyes. “I think I may just have found the answer.”


27




Cooper pulled out his phone and logged into the messaging app he’d used to communicate with Nathan Wiley. He scrolled through the thread until he found what he was looking for.

“Here it is. NORTH STAR has a sponsor on the island—a local shipping company owner. He was the source of a payment through a lawyer called Mehmet Erdem.”

Control nodded. “No coincidence he’s tied to someone in shipping. It’s the perfect way off the island without being noticed. Erdem might be the only person he’ll trust enough to contact. If he’s desperate, he could take the bait. Call Wiley and see if it’s feasible.”

Cooper dialled, waiting as the call was routed and rerouted through the usual cut-outs to ensure security.

“Cooper?”

“I’ve got an urgent question. Can you spoof a message, so it looks like it’s coming from a different number?”

“Depends on the country,” Wiley replied.

“It’s a local number in Northern Cyprus.”

“Easy. This going to NORTH STAR?”

“Yes.”

“And who should it look like it’s from?”

“The lawyer who deposited the money.”

“Erdem. No problem. I’ll send you a link that’ll take you into Telegram. It’ll be all set up.”

Cooper thanked him.

The link came through almost immediately.

Cooper quickly typed out the message and read it out.

“‘I’ve heard rumours you’re in trouble. If you want safe passage out, let me know.’”

Control exhaled, shaking his head. “He’ll never go for it.”

“No harm in trying.”

“Send it.”

Cooper pressed send.

He scurried ahead to check the area. The bank was steep enough for cover, and they were beyond NORTH STAR’s surveillance range, but he wanted a clear sightline on the farmhouse. It worried him that they couldn’t confirm whether NORTH STAR was inside. He found a dense thicket in a hollow and edged forward, the smell of pine resin sharp in his nostrils. His binoculars caught a sliver of the main building. After a few minutes, he saw a shadow pass behind a window. Close enough to confirm.

He went back to Control as his phone vibrated with an incoming message.

Cooper glanced at Control. “He replied, ‘I’m okay.’”

“He’s planning to sit tight. We need to shake him up.”

“How about this?” Cooper suggested. “‘The police say you killed an American tourist. They found a dash-cam in her van showing you. If you stay here, they’ll find you.’”

“Send it.”

The phone vibrated almost immediately.

“We’ve rattled him,” Cooper said, and then read: “‘What can you do?’”

“Let’s see what he thinks is happening,” Control suggested.

Cooper typed: Where are you, and what do you need to get out?

The phone buzzed again, quickly.

“He’s replying fast,” Cooper noted. “He’s desperate.” He read aloud: “‘At the farm. There are men tracking me. I think they’re in the woods around my house.’”

Cooper started to type a response, but Control held up a hand.

“Let him sweat.”

Cooper nodded, and the phone vibrated again.

“‘Can you get a vehicle into the woods near my farmhouse?’”

“Say yes,” Control said.

“‘Your men will need to be armed.’”

Cooper typed that that was possible as another message appeared. He read: “‘There’s a disused irrigation pipe that runs from my house, exits 600 feet south-southeast. Meet me there with a vehicle.’”

Cooper typed and sent the message, then held out the phone so Control could see the screen.

Give me an hour.

They waited, the seconds stretching.

Finally, the phone vibrated.

Cooper read: “‘I’ll be there. Don’t let me down.’”
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NORTH STAR reached the halfway mark in the irrigation pipe and paused to wipe the sweat from his eyes, fighting to keep his breathing steady. His training had once put him through weeks navigating a cave network in Lapland, but even that didn’t ease the claustrophobia he felt now. The only thing driving him forward was the knowledge that his quickest way out was ahead, not back. He’d crawled through the pipe several times before this to confirm it as a viable escape route and had marked the distance on the side to track his progress.

Three hundred feet to go.

He never trusted anyone fully but was confident enough that Erdem had the contacts and resources to get him off the island. He knew the price would be steep; nothing came free in his world. But even if he demanded a hefty payment, it’d still be worth it. Once he was off the island, though, NORTH STAR knew he couldn’t run forever. The Group would keep coming, and he was beginning to realise that life as a fugitive wasn’t sustainable.

He crawled around a bend in the pipe, catching his first glimpse of daylight ahead.

A thought struck him: Why not go on the offensive? Instead of hiding in some remote corner, he could return to London, hunt down Control, and eliminate him. Or better yet, he could target someone close to Control.

Every month you keep looking for me, I’ll send you a piece of someone you love. And then, one day…

He checked his phone, scrolling back to Erdem’s last message. The plan was confirmed, but the silence since then gnawed at him.

He typed: Is the plan still on?

He waited, feeling a familiar tug of distrust. Part of him—the part that operated best alone—whispered that he should kill whoever met him and take off solo. If he had wheels, he’d be able to escape the woods. But then he remembered the value of allies. Erdem had treated him fairly, and his network offered the best chance of getting away. He didn’t trust him blindly. He’d stay sharp, prepared to go solo if things went sideways.

His phone vibrated: My man will be there.

He pressed forward. He pushed his backpack forward, his free hand gripping his Glock. A dozen feet to go. He shuffled forward on his elbows until he reached the tunnel’s end, pushing aside the branches and foliage he’d arranged to keep it hidden.

He crawled out into daylight on hands and knees. Straightening up, he took in the figure waiting for him: a man in black, facing away from him.

NORTH STAR glanced around, confirming no one else was near, and stepped forward.

“Let’s go,” he said.

The figure turned.

NORTH STAR brought up his gun, but it was too late.

Six shots ripped through him from neck to waist, and he collapsed onto the dirt.

For a long moment, the figure stood over him, watching as he bled out onto the forest floor.

Control crouched beside him, his gaze impassive as he watched NORTH STAR’s laboured breaths fade. “This is the price of betrayal,” he said. “You can only run for so long before it catches up to you.”

NORTH STAR’s vision dimmed, his grip loosening on the pistol as life drained from him. Control stood, his figure framed in the dappled sunlight, and with one last glance, turned and disappeared into the trees.
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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


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


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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