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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The setting for this story was inspired by my time in Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, working for the Department for International Development, or DFID as it was known at the time. For readers who are familiar with the region, the moment in time will be clearly recognisable – shortly after the Rose Revolution in Georgia that swept President Saakashvili into power and just before the opening of the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline that brought enormous wealth to Azerbaijan. Much has changed in the region in the last twenty years – Georgia’s revolutionary leader, who brought such optimism and growth, is languishing in a Georgian jail, the current government is willingly re-entering Russia’s sphere of influence and Baku has undergone a dramatic transformation powered by oil wealth. I have removed any direct references to the time period to bring Sarah a little further into the twenty-first century, though the differences between then and now will be clear to all who know the region well.




PROLOGUE

‘Why are we here?’ Chris steps a polished brogue over a sheet of twisted metal.

‘To play a game of chess.’ The set of Michael’s face gives nothing away, his immaculate appearance untroubled by the scene of destruction.

The thin light of dawn shows a landscape colourless and flat. An expanse of dust and rock stretches in all directions, broken only by the parallel lines of the tracks. Against this bare canvas, the devastation of the crash site jumps out in hard focus. The front and back of the train still stand – four perfect carriages, all but untouched by the impact, bookending a space stripped bare. The missing carriages have been obliterated by the force of the explosion.

‘Why would he feed us something like this? Azerbaijan is strictly their turf.’ Chris pulls a camera from a leather holster to record the damage.

‘It is.’ Keeping Chris a step behind, Michael walks on with the bearing of a silent hunter in a three-piece suit. ‘The only thing you can be sure of from a KGB officer of Kuznetsov’s vintage is that it will be more than it seems. The question is: what move does he want us to make?’

Michael studies a group of workers sitting on the bank above the tracks: waiting, watching. Their faces register curiosity. The figure closest to him draws heavily on a cigarette, dark eyes fixed on Michael. They wear no uniform, carry no distinguishing marks. Kuznetsov’s men, or just the work crew come to clear away the chaos?

‘What if he’s brought us here just because he can? To show that he calls and we jump?’

Michael raises a hand, instructing Chris to lower his voice. ‘Perhaps. But I’d be surprised if there wasn’t more. There will be something he wants us to know, and he needs to be the one to tell us.’ Michael’s voice is calm, playing through the moves with the sangfroid of an old hand. He sidesteps a body lying next to the track, shrouded in a brightly coloured blanket – only the top of the head and two bare forearms can be seen, as if the cover is nothing more than shade from an overbearing sun. The air hangs thick with ash and the smell of burning plastic and foam.

Michael scans the debris strewn across the bank – window frames twisted and contorted by the impact, a door panel still surprisingly intact but opening onto a cluster of stones. A pair of red-covered cushions lie face up as if thrust from the train by a twin ejector seat. He sees him. Kuznetsov – for many years a grim rival, now an awkward ally; at least when it suits him.

Kuznetsov stands framed by a ruptured cabin, both arms outstretched in greeting. He grips Michael’s hand tightly and pulls him in close, pressing Michael’s face into his shiny cauliflower ear. A brief nod of acknowledgement to Chris.

‘You know, I was up very early this morning.’ Kuznetsov is still holding Michael’s hand. ‘And you know what I saw? Mushrooms! Here, in this wasteland. Good enough to eat. A perfect little ring.’

‘Extraordinary.’ Michael catches Chris’s eye.

‘It is. You never know what you might find when you get up early, and if you remember to look.’

‘I shall keep my eyes peeled.’

‘Here, I have someone I want you to meet.’ A hint of mischief lifts Kuznetzov’s double-lidded eyes. Or is it something else? It is hard to tell in one so practised at keeping his own secrets. He scrambles down the embankment, gesturing for Michael to follow. With a magician’s flourish, he whips off an orange blanket that was covering another body. The figure beneath is lying face down, but the front of his chest gapes upwards. As Michael bends closer, trying to understand the contorted physiognomy, Kuznetsov rolls the head away with the toe of his highly polished boot. The head, no longer attached to its body, rolls to a stop, open mouth gawping at the sky.

Chris heaves deeply into his sleeve. Michael stares at the severed head, unblinking. The dead man’s face has a waxy sheen, his eyes flung open in a final moment of shock. Michael is just as surprised to see him again.

‘I’m told you might know who this is.’ Kuznetsov tilts back his head, addressing Michael down the length of his oversized nose.

Michael lifts his chin. Of course Kuznetsov would know how deeply this face was written into his memory. Michael hasn’t seen him since the sting, the moment that changed everything. But he’d never forget the face.

‘It’s a funny thing, you know, seeing him here.’ Kuznetsov traces circles with his toe in the dusty ground. ‘Because just last week he was in my office.’

‘Oh?’

‘He came to spill the beans on a weapons transfer into Azerbaijan. We’d picked it up, of course, but didn’t know where it was going.’ Kuznetsov swings forward on his toes.

‘And he told you?’ Michael tries to keep the impatience out of his voice.

‘You know who he’s connected to?’

‘No. I only met him once.’

‘You didn’t know he was one of Ibragimov’s guys?’ Kuznetsov stops rocking, observing Michael with genuine surprise.

‘Ibragimov . . .’ Michael nods, his neutral expression clamped in place but not quite enough to hide his glee. He’s always known, or at least suspected, that Ibragimov – that creature of the shadows – was the one who set him up. But he’s never had the proof to pin it to him. Until now.

‘Huh.’ Kuznetsov is smiling, shaking his large head. ‘I always thought you knew.’

‘That’s the problem with secrets.’ Michael’s face opens into a lopsided smile, revealing a top lip softened by a childhood scar. ‘You never know who to tell them to.’

So that’s Kuznetsov’s game – offering Michael his chance for revenge, knowing he’d never be able to refuse.

‘So our friend here squealed on his boss,’ Michael continues, ‘and a week later ends up dead. No accident, then?’

‘An improvised explosive device in the toilets. He was lucky he only lost his head.’ Kuznetsov gives a fat laugh.

‘How many casualties?’

‘Six. Only he was known.’

Chris raises his camera to the dead man, in both the spots where he now lies.

‘Do you mind if my colleague checks over the other victims?’ Michael asks.

‘Be my guest.’

Chris moves away to photograph the remaining bodies under their colourful wrappings, leaving the two old spies to continue their game of chess.

*

‘It’s good to see you, Michael,’ Kuznetsov says as Chris reappears, looking ashen. He lays a hand on Michael’s shoulder before turning back to the work crew, still watching, awaiting his signal.

‘What did you talk about?’ Chris asks when Kuznetsov is out of earshot.

‘Mushrooms.’ Michael scratches his chin with the back of his thumbnail.

‘Really?’

‘No, not really.’

‘If I’d known what this morning was going to be about, I’d have skipped those greasy sausages at breakfast.’ Chris still looks pale. ‘It’s funny, the corpses smell different here.’

‘Different how?’

‘I don’t know. Less meaty somehow, with a whiff of pickled vegetables. Must be the dry air.’

Michael pulls the blanket back over the dead agent’s body. He was only the middle man, carrying out Ibragimov’s orders, but there is a certain satisfaction in knowing that his disloyalty to Ibragimov would finally allow Michael to right a decade-old wrong.

A beam of sunlight breaks through the underside of the ruined carriage, revealing unexpected brightness where the roof has been ripped away. They walk in silence, Michael pondering what might be in it for Kuznetsov to hand him this ammunition. What does Kuznetsov stand to gain by setting Michael after Ibragimov?

‘Those weapons?’ Michael says to Chris. ‘Kuznetsov thinks they’re headed to Ibragimov in Azerbaijan. We’re going to have to send someone in.’

‘I can go,’ Chris says.

‘No, you can’t. It’s too risky. Besides, you don’t speak Russian. You’d be no use to me.’

‘So, a Pelican job then?’ Chris asks, his voice low.

‘It has to be. I have someone in mind. I’d hoped to have more time with her, bring her up to scratch. But we’re going to have to throw in a line. She’ll do for now – as bait.’




CHAPTER 1

She is going to tell him this time. She’ll get in early. The moment she lets him take control of the conversation, it’s too late.

Sarah strides through the restaurant off Piccadilly Circus with her jaw set. The restaurant is Michael’s choice, as always. She spots him immediately – immaculate silver hair, finely tailored suit showing no hint of the horizontal rain she has battled through on her bike. The restaurant is soulless but conveniently busy. Reliably full, nobody’s regular, booking never required. This evening’s venue has at least the aspiration of elegance: dark wood and shiny chrome echoing with office workers released for the week, theatre-goers gobbling down the cut-price early-bird specials and the neat clack of the waitresses’ lacquered heels. Sarah ignores her own bedraggled appearance reflected in the mirrored panelling, the squelch of soggy insoles in her leather boots, her hair clinging to her scalp in damp channels.

‘You’re wet,’ Michael says as he pulls out her chair.

‘It’s raining. I came on my bike.’ She lifts a damp clump of hair from her cheekbone and unsticks her blouse from her skin with a gummy smack.

‘How very brave of you.’ Michael sits back on the bench, fingertips tapping gently on the table. Taxi dry. ‘That seems to be the current fad of your generation: endless moving and activity. In my day we were always quite happy taking the bus.’

‘I like the exercise,’ Sarah says, too sharply. He is trying to unsettle her. A surprising opening to knock her off balance. She mustn’t rise to it and yet she does. It’s his preferred style of play: sometimes charming, sometimes provocative, often both.

‘I can’t help but wonder.’ Michael’s expert eye probes over Sarah’s shoulder at the next table. Their neighbour, a portly man with delicate hands, chews methodically, like a buffalo. ‘Is the modern obsession with activity and fitness just a way of hiding the inability of young people today to sit still, to reflect and engage in careful slow thought.’ His eyes return to Sarah’s, his face set in a half-smile.

She’s glad he’s in a prickly mood. It’s easier to stick to her resolve.

‘I like the rush of adrenaline that comes from cycling in London,’ Sarah replies. ‘There’s nothing like a quick brush with death to make you feel alert.’

‘Well, we all like to set our hearts racing from time to time. And it suits you. The rain brings out the green in your eyes.’ He delivers the compliment while turning away from her, his attention fixed on the menu, disarming her eye-roll. He handles the card as if it might crumble in his hands. His fingernails, cut blunt and short, strike Sarah as unnaturally shiny. The tightly curved arches rise at odds with his otherwise overtly masculine appearance.

‘Remind me,’ he asks. ‘Do you prefer your wine fruity or dry?’

‘I thought it was your job to remember these things.’

‘It is. I also know that it’s wise to allow a woman to change her mind.’ His smile over the top of the menu card is less point-scoring than she expects, almost gentle. His eyes are distant, preoccupied perhaps with another problem, but when they focus on her they are startlingly blue.

‘I’d like something dry, please.’

‘Of course. In that case, I think we should have the Sancerre. Happy?’

‘Perfect.’ Sarah takes a breath; he’s ahead but the board is still wide open. She needs to tell him now.

Michael signals to the waitress, who appears instantly at his side. Her hair is held in a superbly slick ponytail, her uniform elegant black, but Sarah can’t take her eyes off the quiver of the improbable eyelashes. She pictures them at the end of the evening: two upturned centipedes discarded on the nightstand.

Michael waits until the waitress is out of earshot. ‘I am pleased to say that your vetting report has come back. Other than one or two,’ he pauses mid-sentence and separates his lips with the tip of his tongue, ‘interesting points, I have the go-ahead to take this forward.’ Sarah remembers the look on the vetting officer’s face as she’d candidly told him about her drinking habits and drug intake while studying at Oxford. It had never struck her as that unusual. Everyone did it. Well, perhaps not everyone, and perhaps not to the same extent. But Sarah was certainly not the worst. The list made the purse of the officer’s lips tighten as if a drawstring had been pulled.

The waitress brings the wine and opens it with a considerable show, leaning low over Michael to pour a glass to taste. At his nod of satisfaction, her poised expression opens into a fawning smile, centipedes fluttering eagerly. Sarah wants to tell her not to bother, that he’s not worth the hard work, but she resists. The girl is only doing her job. The waitress fills both glasses, her attention focused fully on sealing Michael’s approval. Near Michael’s right elbow, Sarah notices an unmarked manila folder, the glossy corners of a stack of photos just visible beneath the cover. Michael must have set it there deliberately, to rouse and bait her curiosity. She won’t look.

She averts her eyes from the folder as the waitress continues her performance, polished fingertips flashing as she adjusts Michael’s napkin.

The waitress is dismissed with another nod and Michael raises his glass. ‘So. To your future?’

This is the moment to make her move. To apologise to Michael for having wasted his time and leave. She needs to withdraw before being enticed into another of Michael’s games. But she hesitates.

She has always enjoyed their debates. Michael probing her views on political issues of the day, arguing against whichever position she takes. Watching how she reacts under pressure, how her brain works, where her opinions are fixed and where there is wiggle room. She enjoys turning the tables on him – making him justify clearly outrageous opinions dropped as if everyone is a secret fascist and would agree with him. She’s never met anyone who could talk so entirely without scruple while giving away so little about what they really thought. Their battles intrigue her, challenge her to up her game, to pin him into the intellectual corner he always manages to swerve.

But their last meeting brushed closer to the real nature of intelligence work, posing questions designed to test not just her intellect but also her moral fibre. He twisted deeper into what it meant to work in his world, and suddenly it was real. Their relationship was not just a surreptitious set of coffee dates with a suave silver-haired spook, a bit of fun while her friends were filing graduate job applications and poring over the punctuation of their résumés. He was testing her for a career, a life choice, a step into his world of secrets and shadows. He needed to know if she could take it.

At the end of the last meeting, he left her with a question. Consider the case of a useful agent who is a committed alcoholic. He uncorks his best secrets as the evening descends into the depths of a whisky bottle. But his wife is threatening to leave him if he doesn’t quit the drink. What, Michael wanted to know, would Sarah do? Ever the philosopher, with an instinct for following every problem through to its natural conclusions, Sarah reached the only logical answer: kill the wife.

Immediately, she wanted out. She is not cut out for the grittier side of Michael’s world. She’d thought of it as just the civil service, but a bit more exciting. Michael is certainly more intriguing than any of the dry-lipped examiners at the civil service assessment centre she’d failed to impress. And his offer, appearing when it did, saved her the mortification of having to admit she’d been rejected for something she hadn’t realised she really wanted. But now the shadier parts of her character were being put to the test, measured up against his, and it didn’t seem so fun any more. Even the constraints of secrecy feel like a trap. She wants to talk it through, to thrash it out with her best friend over a bottle of cheap wine, to rant about the options round a kitchen table. But her friends don’t know Michael exists.

She has to tell Michael she wants out before he has the chance to reel her any further in.

Michael’s waiting, his glass raised, studying her hesitation. Disembodied piano music clatters over the cold echo of cutlery and glass. Sarah’s hands are fixed in her lap. Why is it so difficult to say: I want out? The phrase that gave such blissful relief when she realised it was still an option. Sarah tries to dry the sweat on her palms, but the over-starched napkin slides about on the surface of her clammy skin. She takes a gulp of water and stalls. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot since our last meeting.’

‘You have?’ Michael pauses, putting his glass down.

‘Yes. I’ve been turning over some of the questions we discussed.’ Sarah pictures the bumped-off wife, the inconsolable husband. ‘And the more I think about it, the more I realise that this line of work really isn’t for me.’ Her voice breaks mid-sentence but she keeps her gaze fixed on Michael’s penetrating eyes.

He watches her, his face immobile. Sips his wine but says nothing.

‘The question you gave me last time we met,’ Sarah continues. ‘I haven’t been able to get it out of my head and I’m not comfortable with any of my answers.’

‘And what would you do?’

‘Well, kill the wife, of course.’

Michael laughs, his eyes crease into warm lines Sarah has never seen before. ‘You’d kill the wife? That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?’

‘That’s my point.’

The warmth fades from Michael’s face. He’s waiting for more but she won’t give it. He straightens the cutlery on the table. ‘Well, of course I’m disappointed. But you have also proved me right.’

‘Right?’

‘I very much hoped you would be able to get through this. I think the scruples are something you could get over with a bit of effort; we all do. But I have always worried that you weren’t cut out for this work.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sarah is thrown. She expected disappointment; she has steeled herself for efforts to change her mind. He is not supposed to be agreeing with her.

‘You’re young, Sarah, and bright, but I rather feel you still see the world in the way that you think it ought to be, not the way it is. It’s normal at your age to be idealistic – in fact it’s enviable – but it’s a difficult trait to satisfy in our line of work.’

‘Isn’t a strong sense of right and wrong a prerequisite for doing what you do?’

‘Don’t get me wrong; it is. But knowing where right lies is not always as straightforward as you might think.’ He sits back, leaning casually onto one manicured hand. ‘In this business we have to convince people to tell us things they are not supposed to tell. We have to understand what makes people tick, what gets them excited, what they would be willing to risk their lives for. And it is often not the good and noble causes that really drive people.’ Michael pauses. ‘We have to know what people are afraid of, find their weaknesses, the vices that keep them awake at night. Then we have to use them.’ He takes another mouthful of wine, eyes fixed on Sarah. ‘What I’m asking, Sarah, is whether you really think that your conscience would allow you to use all available means in order to convince someone to tell you what you needed to know?’

The noises in the restaurant grow louder, the piano music jarring and discordant. ‘All available means?’

‘Yes, Sarah. Don’t be coy; you know what I mean.’

‘Well, I just told you I’d bump off a man’s wife for wanting to help her husband? Not tough enough for you?’

‘No. You told me you didn’t want this job because you thought I’d want you to kill the wife.’

‘I never said I didn’t want this job.’ It’s out before she realises what she’s saying. Turning down Michael’s proposition seemed a straightforward choice when she was certain a job would be offered. Now that he is questioning whether she is up to it, she is compelled to defend herself.

‘Oh? That’s what it sounded like to me.’

‘I suppose the wife wouldn’t have to die. You could sabotage her efforts for a while, maintain the status quo while making it look as if he’s trying?’

‘Good. You’re starting to think through the layers of complexity.’

Sarah’s stomach gives a warm purr. She knows she shouldn’t care, but she can’t help but feel pleased with his nod of approval.

‘Okay, how about one final scenario?’ He opens the manila folder at his elbow and spreads it across the table. The photo on top shows the mangled metal and shattered glass of a train crash. A body lies on the ground, chest up – its severed head staring at the sky from several feet away.

Sarah’s world expands. Until this moment, the other people in the crowded restaurant were background noise, blending in with the cocktail music and occasional shouts from the kitchen. As Michael reveals the photo, the room grows eyes and ears.

She checks the next-door table, where the buffalo is still chewing ponderously over his partner’s valiant attempts at conversation. The partner looks resigned to filling the gaps between her unanswered questions with another swig of Chardonnay. On the other side, an older couple are having the sort of fun that could only be illicit – her painted lips stretch wide over shiny back teeth; an expensive shoe paws at her shin. No one is paying the least attention to the silver fox in the well-cut suit showing photos of graphic violence to a dishevelled blonde.

‘You’re going to have to learn to look a lot less suspicious,’ Michael says without looking up. ‘Pretend I’m showing you some rather boring holiday snaps if that would make you feel better. I’m fairly certain no one in here would be particularly interested in my tour of Greek temples.’

‘What happened?’ Sarah’s voice comes out as little more than a whisper.

‘That’s what we’d like to find out. A train was derailed in Azerbaijan, following an explosion. Someone had planted a makeshift bomb in the toilets – although the major damage seems to have come from the military-grade shaped charge device carried in a briefcase. Half a dozen killed. One of the dead was a known agent – looks like he was carrying the briefcase. But at the moment that’s all we’ve got.’

Sarah’s head spins faster with each detail Michael tosses out. Is this for real? Have they really slipped from theoretical drunks to real-life severed heads in the course of a glass of wine? ‘But who . . .?’ she stammers.

‘We’ve taken our eye off the ball in the Caucasus. For years we’ve focused all our efforts towards the threat of Islamic extremism, China and Russia’s interference in Ukraine. Then something like this happens and it turns out we have no reliable agents to tell us anything.’

The waitress appears at Michael’s shoulder, reaching across his arm to refill his glass. Sarah hardly dares look. Should she try and cover up the photo? She could fling her wine across the chair to distract the waitress’s attention, make her look anywhere but at the incriminating picture.

‘Is everything to your satisfaction, sir?’ the waitress flashes her improbable eyelashes at Michael. ‘Could I bring you another bottle?’

‘Thank you, it was delicious, but I’m not sure we have time to properly enjoy another.’ He looks up appreciatively, his pupils dilating as he matches the waitress’s smile.

‘And would you like to order anything to eat? I can bring you the menu or let you know the specials we have this evening?’ She drops her voice, responding to Michael’s expertly calibrated flirtation.

‘I’m sure your specials are all sumptuous’ – Michael looks at Sarah and gives a suggestion of a wink – ‘but I’m afraid we are rather pressed for time this evening. Perhaps I could trouble you to bring the bill when you have a moment?’

How can he be so relaxed, so casual, talking to a stranger over a table of secret material? But the waitress is only interested in his suggestive eyes. He has her full attention focused exactly where he wants it.

Michael watches the waitress sashay away, then turns back to Sarah as if nothing happened.

‘We’re in the dark here, Sarah. There’s too much that we don’t know, and we need people on the ground. Good people, who are willing to take risks, to get their hands dirty and help us understand what is going on before it is too late.’

He raises his glass and pauses, the rim close to his lips. ‘People who value achieving good, rather than just philosophising about it.’

Sarah’s blood rises.

‘Do you want to be one of those people, Sarah? Or would you rather go back to the other job options you were pursuing?’

The waitress is not the only one to have been successfully manoeuvred to exactly where Michael wants her. Sarah doesn’t need to play through the final moves; she’s ready to topple her king. There’s no need to stretch the humiliation by arguing against herself any further. Is she that easy to play? She starts to reply but Michael interrupts.

‘Don’t answer now. I think you should sleep on it. These are big decisions, and not to be taken lightly.’

He stands, giving her a swift kiss on the cheek. His cheekbone brushes hers, hard and cold. He smells of ruthlessness: sandalwood and soap, with a trace of alcohol.

‘I’ll call you in the morning. Do enjoy your cycle home.’




CHAPTER 2

THE RECRUIT

‘And you’re sure you’re up for this?’ The Castle leans back into the booth, tapping his cigarette into an ashtray on the round mirrored table. ‘I don’t even need to tell you how big this is. That’s obvious, right?’ He tilts his head to one side and squints at the Pawn through a cloud of smoke. ‘But we’ll need you to stay on target, to keep focus. We need complete trust in you.’ He stabs a finger into the shiny surface of the table in time with his words.

‘Sure,’ the Pawn shrugs. ‘Of course,’ he adds, a little late. Focus is easy. He does not suffer from nerves anyway, at least not in the way other people do. What’s the point? He knows what he’s doing. Only other people can screw things up. He sits back, leaning onto his hand to mirror the Castle’s confident swagger. The dark velvet of the booth is slimy to the touch, ancient grease and sweat congealed on the viscose fibres. He whips his hand back to his lap.

‘And blood. Can you deal with blood?’ The Castle is trying to look serious, but his lips twist with delight. ‘We can’t have someone who’s going to pull a whitey at the first sign of bloodshed.’

The Pawn nods; he’s fine with blood. So long as it’s not his own.

The Castle stubs out his cigarette and looks at the Pawn as if for the first time. The way he sits suggests brash confidence, unapologetic about the space he takes up. But there are cracks. His top lip is wet with sweat. Is he having doubts about the plan or about the Pawn’s ability to pull it off? ‘Have you done anything like this before?’ he asks.

What’s the right answer? Yes, show confidence, experience, offer reassurance that he knows what he’s doing? Or no, of course not. No one has ever done anything like this before. The Pawn chooses a nod, holding the Castle’s eye for longer than he’d like. He needs to say something.

‘And I’ll be alone?’ the Pawn asks to fill the void in the conversation.

‘What was that?’ The Castle’s attention is strutting away across the dance floor.

‘I’ll be acting alone?’ the Pawn leans in closer to be heard over the thump of the nightclub music. Uncomfortably close. He can smell the meaty sweat radiating off the Castle’s collar, even over the powerful aftershave.

‘We’ll be there watching, from a distance. And of course we’ll get you out. But the less contact the better in the run-up. Keeps things clean.’

The Castle isn’t like the others. For one thing he’s only recently started coming to the meetings. Most of the others have been committed for almost as long as the Pawn himself. He turns up late, looks bored, doesn’t say much. But they seem to want the same things. The Pawn’s eyes sit uneasily on the string of sweaty beads lined up against the dark stubble of the Castle’s top lip, magnifying the pores in the sallow skin beneath. He’d rather not have anything to do with this guy. But he’d never be able to pull off something like this on his own. He needs the Castle’s connections. And his cash.

‘At the meeting you mentioned money? Can I get some of it up front?’

‘What, like a goodwill payment?’

The Pawn struggles to read the Castle’s frog-like grin. ‘Yes, like a goodwill payment. To seal the deal.’

The Castle laughs and slams the table so hard it shudders. ‘No, you can’t get a goodwill payment – are you crazy?’

The Pawn waits for the laughter to stop. ‘There might be expenses—’

‘We’ll cover them. But full payment comes on successful completion of the job. Don’t worry.’ The Castle’s oversized hand lands hard on the Pawn’s shoulder. ‘It will be more than you can even imagine.’

‘How will—’

‘We’ll be in touch,’ the Castle says as he edges out of the booth and away into the crowded dance floor.




CHAPTER 3

‘Pass me the socket set, would you?’ Sarah’s father steadies his hands on the miniature back door. ‘I think some of these hinges need adjusting before we can get to work on the insignia.’ He is wearing his ‘work’ clothes – a red flannel shirt and filthy corduroy trousers in dark beige. Rogue eyebrows explore over the top of oversized safety glasses.

Sarah searches through the piles of tools spread across the worktable as if catapulted from across the room. She finds the case and hands it to her father. The veins on the back of his hands are more prominent and the skin looks paper thin, but his grasp is still strong.

‘It’s looking pretty good, Dad. Am I allowed to ask what you’re going to do with it when it’s finished?’ The model Land Rover has kept him busy all winter. A perfect replica Series II in mint green, large enough to seat a pair of four-year-olds. Except her father does not know any.

‘You’re allowed to ask so long as you don’t smirk. Anyway, it’s not really about what you do with it. Here, have you seen the windscreen wipers?’ He reaches behind the windscreen and two tiny blades begin to whir across the glass.

‘I hope they work better than on the real thing.’ Sarah leans in to get a better look. ‘Do you remember that storm in the Brecon Beacons? I had to hang out the window, yanking them with a clothes hanger.’

‘Well it worked, didn’t it?’

‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so wet.’

‘Your mother was furious when we got home. It was days before she stopped pointing out the muddy scuffs up the stair carpet.’

Sarah watches him closely as he prises the grille from the front of the vehicle. The nuts fall one by one into a pile on the floor. His concentration seems intact. Sarah never knows how he will react when her mother comes up in the conversation. And she is never far away.

‘You said you had something you wanted to ask me?’ he says, wiping his hands on a large oily square of fabric.

Sarah picks up the fallen nuts and hands them to her father one at a time. ‘I’m thinking of accepting a job.’

‘Oh?’ He lets his glasses slip down and looks at her over the top of the frames, his Roman nose strangely magnified by the curved lenses. ‘With who?’

‘The Foreign Office.’

‘You didn’t even tell me you were applying!’

Sarah hadn’t told her father she was applying for the Foreign Office because she hadn’t thought that much about it. She felt left behind by everyone with their clear ideas of where they wanted to be and thought she should have something she was pursuing. It started to feel a bit hollow to keep saying she had no idea what she wanted to do. Even if it was true. She had taken for granted that she’d get in. Her father had spent his career in the civil service; she’d grown up trying to decode conversations about private offices and permanent secretaries – what did they do to deserve the job forever?

The written test passed easily, she’d even quite enjoyed it. But the assessment centre was a disaster. They were put into groups to work on a role play – each candidate asked to carry out their own research into a hypothetical decision on Afghanistan. The time pressure had everyone on edge and nervous glances flared between the other candidates. From the moment they entered the basement rooms, one of the other candidates had set Sarah’s teeth on edge – a loud, long-bottomed male in an expensive shirt who wore his entitlement like a suit of armour. He walked through the coffee room as if he’d already received his acceptance letter. As the deadline for reporting back threatened, she noticed him blatantly stealing the research of a quiet and unassuming girl who was too timid to say anything about it. In the presentation, he began to pass off her work as his own. Sarah saw red. She tore into him, asking for his sources, challenging him to produce references she knew he didn’t have. His response was to dial up the bolshiness, make fun of her outrage while laughing off her challenges. But Sarah did not waver, did not let it drop, until it became clear to all in the room that the work wasn’t his own. She was expecting applause, or at least a smile of gratitude from the girl whose efforts had been stolen. But all the other candidates stayed silent; no one joined her corner. She’d been left in an awkward stand-off from which there were no winners. A week later she received her rejection letter. Thank you for your time. Unfortunately on this occasion you were not successful. She’d been mortified – half-outraged not to have been recognised for doing the right thing, half-relieved that she wouldn’t have to have anything further to do with an organisation that penalised whistle-blowers. Then a letter from Michael had appeared in her college pigeonhole and a whole new path had presented itself. And removed the need to admit her failure.

‘They didn’t give you too much of a hard time in the Final Selection Board, did they? I’m told they can be quite vicious.’

Sarah laughs; some of her meetings with Michael do feel like being sniffed out by an angry dog. ‘Nothing I couldn’t handle.’

‘Well, I’m not surprised they were impressed with you.’

‘That’s because you are my father.’

‘Perhaps. But I’m sure you could convince most people to give you a job. So why the hesitation? I would have thought this was right up your street.’

‘It is. Well, I think it is.’

‘It’s still government work, but they get their pick of the civil service intake. You should find plenty of worthy intellectual opponents.’

‘I’m just not sure if it’s my world.’ Sarah passes her father the final nut. He rolls it between his fingers, examining his daughter over his plastic specs, trying to read what is behind her hesitation. It is unlike her not to come straight to the point.

Sarah wants to come clean. Her father has enough experience in that world to offer clear advice. The simple act of unloading her doubts would make the dilemma more manageable. And help release the anxiety that Michael’s ‘holiday snaps’ only helped to inflate. But Michael was clear that she is not to discuss the offer with anyone, including close family. She smiles weakly at her father, willing him to guess what she is trying to ask.

He puts his hand across her shoulder. ‘Shall we go and get cleaned up then?’

Sarah takes his arm. How small it feels angled in the crook of her elbow. Her father has always been of sturdy build. In the eyes of a young girl, his strength seemed limitless. But recently he seems to have shrunk, his muscles dropped, his body turned in on itself. For the first time in Sarah’s life, he looks fragile.

They close the garage, once a space shared with her mother’s studio filled with scroll-like tubes of paint and strange smelling solvents, now slowly being taken over as a workshop for the tinkering that keeps her father’s hands and mind occupied.

‘Ah, Jeff, I think I’ve got you this time,’ a voice calls over the fence. The deep voice rises in an unexpected squeak, old windpipes cracked through overuse.

A man in a blazer, a handkerchief tied at his neck, leans over the front gate, his eyes lit with triumph. When he sees Sarah, the triumph wilts.

‘Oh. Well, you could have told me your secret weapon was here. Maybe I’ll tell you later.’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t let Sarah look. I’m perfectly capable of beating you myself.’

‘You’re not still on that same game, are you?’ Sarah asks the neighbour with a conciliatory smile.

‘Your father can be terribly slow.’

‘Well, come on then, out with it.’ Sarah’s father plucks the head off a dead rose growing up the pink brick of the front wall.

‘Knight to g4,’ the neighbour whispers with a conspiratorial wink. ‘And mind you don’t let her help you.’ He raises his chin towards Sarah. ‘Yes my lovely, I know, you’re impatient. We’ll be off now.’ Sarah thinks for a moment he is talking to her, but he walks off, led by an imperious spaniel in a tartan coat.

‘Knight to g4 . . .’ Sarah’s father mutters as he opens the front door with his elbow to protect the shiny brass knocker from his oily hands.

Sarah follows him through the hall to the drawing room. A marble chess set carved in white and pale pink sits on a custom-made table under the French windows, the pieces set in mid-game. Sarah’s father picks up the pink knight. He lingers a moment, taking in the positions of the other pieces, tapping the knight against his lips before placing it down in the fourth rank. Sarah studies the board, quickly noting the strengths and weaknesses of both sides.

‘Is that really the same game you were playing last time I was here?’ she asks. ‘You’ve been easy on him. You were just about to win, weren’t you?’

‘Of course I go easy on him.’ Her father shoos her away from the table. ‘It’s no fun if you win every time. Surely I don’t need to tell you that? Now get away from there; he’ll know if you’ve been meddling.’

Sarah resists the urge to point out how to block the advancing knight with a counter-attack. Her father is hardly in need of her help. At least not when it comes to chess.

She picks her way through the piles of magazines and carefully stacked newspapers that line the corridor. The cleaner has learnt to create pathways through the chaos, but no one dares touch her father’s stacks. He’s washing his hands at the kitchen sink, working methodically, pushing the pale green soap that smells of bitter eucalyptus into his nails and cuticles. He dries his hands on the tea towel hanging over the red Aga and looks around the kitchen, suddenly lost. Sarah fills the kettle and takes two cups down from the hooks above her head.

‘I do know how to make a cup of tea, you know.’ He takes the cups out of her hands and goes back to staring absently out of the window. Her mother’s teapot collection still lines the wide windowsill, meticulously dusted but no longer expanding to all available surfaces.

‘When do you need to let them know?’ He fishes a jug of milk out of the back of the fridge and gives it a quick sniff.

‘Let who know?’ Sarah asks.

‘The Foreign Office.’

‘Oh yes, um. I think quite soon.’ She takes the cup of tea and perches at the large oak table, fitting her knees in between the long refectory bench and the sturdy table legs. ‘And I may have to go overseas.’ Her voice rises at the end, making her sentence half a question, half a statement, gently seeking his approval.

‘Of course you would; that is what they do.’

‘But, would you,’ Sarah takes a mouthful of tea, ‘would you be all right with me leaving?’

It feels a betrayal even to ask.

‘All right? Of course I’ll be all right. I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself. And Jack isn’t far away.’ The mention of Sarah’s older brother only makes her feel worse. She can picture his reception to the news. The familiar look of disappointment, of accusations once voiced that soured every interaction that came after. Running away again?

‘Will you stay for lunch?’

‘Not today. I’m meeting Jenny.’ Sarah likes to keep her visits short. It helps her maintain control. She is more useful to her father when she can hold it together. Her mother is everywhere in the house. Her music book still lies open on the piano as if she were just about to sit down to play a piece of Debussy. Her artwork fills every wall – favourite pieces are prominently hung and framed, but every last serviceable vertical space has been made home to something. The cushions that she chose that no one has ever liked but will now never dare to change. The longer Sarah spends around the house, the harder it becomes to block out. Away from the constant sensory reminders of her mother, Sarah has learned to tame her feelings about her death, about what happened. The nagging questioning and guilt are constant companions, but no longer ones that dominate every scene. But in her family home, she feels it swell, always threatening to spill over her carefully constructed barriers.

‘How do you know when something is right?’ she asks, hoping to prompt an answer to the questions she cannot ask.

‘I’m hardly the person to know. I stayed in the same job for forty years.’

‘But you must have known that was the place for you. How do you choose where you fit?’

Her father sits heavily opposite her, stretching his legs out into the room. ‘Your problem is a glut of choice. You could turn your hand to anything; you could make anywhere into your world. I’ve always thought you’d be better off in the private sector. Make a bit of money for a change. But it seems none of my nudges to put you off the civil service have worked. I’m sure you’ll do what’s best.’

‘And what if I choose wrong?’

‘Then have another go. You’re not selling your soul; you can always change your mind afterwards.’

Sarah flinches at the unintended sting. Of course he is right, but there is something in Michael’s offer that seems irreversible. Once you enter his world, how easy is it to escape?

‘I might even run into you in Whitehall,’ her father says, grappling with the lid of the biscuit tin. ‘Would you like one?’

‘I didn’t think you ever had much need to be up there now.’ Sarah’s teeth crumble into a stale shortbread.

‘They’ve asked me to come back. Only an advisory role, one or two days a week. High-level guidance stuff for the Cabinet Office.’

Sarah pauses. She doesn’t want to show another betrayal of confidence but it feels too soon. ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

‘You can’t kick around for forty years without picking up a few useful ideas about what not to do.’

‘I mean, are you sure you’re up for it?’

He looks down at his hands. ‘I know it didn’t end well. But it’s different now. It’s been two years since your mother passed; I’ve had time to adjust.’

Sarah hates the sound of the euphemism in his mouth. It is so unlike him. It’s an expression he would have laughed at before her mother’s death. Passed where? Passed the window? But somehow he still seems incapable of acknowledging that she’s dead, her life cut off by a ruptured aneurysm in her brain, her body left defunct on the floral sofa.

‘Have you spoken to Jack about this?’ A newly qualified surgeon in a busy London hospital, Sarah’s brother can always be relied on for sensible advice . . . if you can track him down.

‘Not yet,’ her father says. ‘He’s been on night shifts this week. But he’s coming down for Sunday lunch next weekend, so I’ll tell him then.’

‘Trouble with Vanessa again?’

Sarah’s father touches his fingertips together and beams beatifically. ‘Why don’t you join us?’

‘Yeah, I’ll see.’ A week from now she could be anywhere if she takes up Michael’s offer. ‘I’m still not sure it’s a good idea to go back just yet. Didn’t the doctor say to avoid any unnecessary stress?’

‘It’s only a couple of days a week. I’ve insisted that no meetings can start before ten o’clock, so that I can get there on my free travel pass.’

‘But you’re not even old enough for one yet!’

‘I will be soon. It always pays to think one step ahead, Sarah.’

Sarah takes her cup to the sink. ‘I need to be getting back.’

‘I’ll give you a lift to the station.’

He puts his arm around her, the angle a little awkward as if he’s expecting her to be four foot tall. Sarah buries her head in the crook of his shoulder.

‘Let me know what you decide about that job. I’m sure you’ll make the right call. And please don’t let your thinking be swayed by worrying about me.’

If only it were that simple.




CHAPTER 4

The rain has started up again. By the time she’s at her flat, a one-bedroomed shoebox within earshot of Big Ben, Sarah is drenched. Still, she pauses to enjoy the silence that greets her. A place that is just hers, where other people’s mess and lives and piles and grief don’t need to mingle with her own.

She kicks off her shoes, peeling off her wet clothes while reading a text message from Jenny.


Are we still on for lunch? You’d better tell me who you were having dinner with last night. Otherwise I’ll have to make it up. x



How long is she going to be able to hold out under Jenny’s scrutiny? Since bonding at university over a shared love of philosophy and talking nonsense, and supporting each other through oddly parallel family tragedies, Jenny has shared in most of the intimate details of Sarah’s life. Until now. So far it has been easy enough to cover her meetings with Michael as a string of dates with a mystery man. But Jenny is hungry for details to feed her wicked imagination. And she can call Sarah out in a lie better than anyone.

There is something like an illicit romance about her meetings with Michael. But more than courtship, it reminds her of the feeling before a major chess competition – her body becomes tense and coiled, her mind sharp and aroused. She half-expects to find her father waiting for her outside, reading Herodotus in his ancient Land Rover and pretending he isn’t interested in whether or not she won.

Leaving the restaurant last night had the same cocktail of disappointment muddled with begrudging humiliation that came from being beaten by a stronger opponent. There was a rare kind of player she enjoyed being beaten by. Those who won with good grace, or at least swagger. Those she could learn from, could study their play and strengthen her game. Michael reminded her more of the very worst kind to lose to. The ones who would watch her sit down and visibly roil with glee – whose eyes said this would be easy, she’s just a girl. They were also the most fun to beat, to watch the glee sour and bite. But when they got the better of her, they were unbearable. And she was too annoyed to even look for what she could learn.

Michael played her perfectly. He defused her rejection and provoked her into fighting for something she is not even sure she wants. It was intensely irritating, and yet she has to admit a grudging respect. He knew exactly how to get a rise out of her.

Leaving her soggy clothes in a pile by the front door she pulls on her dressing gown and slippers to warm up.

The doorbell sends her heart racing. Only since Michael entered her life has she jumped at the doorbell. She steadies her breath before lifting the intercom.

‘Delivery for you, Miss.’

She presses the buzzer and waits for the unexpected visitor to climb the four flights to her flat, tying her dressing gown tighter around her waist.

A man bounds up the stairs and presses a large holdall into Sarah’s hands. She accepts the bag without thinking, mesmerised by his razorblade cheekbones.

‘For your trip, Miss.’ He delivers the line like a Hollywood actor playing a cameo role – his silky voice milking the four words for all they have with a sideways glance to camera. Then he’s back down the stairs before she has the chance to ask who he is.

Sarah drops the bag. She circles it, reluctant to touch it again, examining the tags and fastenings from a safe distance. Could she just leave it there? Could she call the delivery man back to return it? She is compelled to at least look. Steeling her nerve, she pulls back the zip. On top, a new passport in her name, complete with stamps from places she has recently visited, as well as multi-entry visas for Georgia and Azerbaijan dated ten days ago. Is she really that predictable? A tablet in a sturdy case with detachable keyboard, an outdated iPhone, a guidebook to the South Caucasus and a selection of clothes.

Sarah checks the bag for secret pockets or hidden compartments. That’s it? No tech? No gun? No poisoned dart to slip into an umbrella?

She pulls out an evening dress in red embroidered silk. The
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