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For every man the system forgot — and every woman it failed to protect.

"The difference between a soldier and a spy is simple. A soldier knows who the enemy is. A spy isn't always sure if it's the man in front of him — or the one behind."

Stephen F Myler 2026

PROLOGUE: WORMWOOD SCRUBS — THREE YEARS IN

THE SMELL WAS THE THING nobody warned you about.

Not the violence, not the boredom, not the slow grinding humiliation of being told when to eat and when to sleep and when to take a shit. Those things you could prepare for, at least in theory. Thomas Miller had been in worse places — a ditch outside Kabul with three dead men and a radio that wouldn't transmit, for instance — so the practical inconveniences of prison life had never broken him.

But the smell.

It was a compound of industrial bleach and boiled cabbage and something underneath both of those things that no amount of cleaning could ever shift. Something human and defeated and old. It lived in the walls. It lived in the mattress. It lived in the grey wool of the prison-issue blanket that Miller folded with military precision every morning at six, because if you let the small disciplines go, the large ones followed.

He was doing press-ups when the officer knocked.

"Miller. You've got a visitor."

Miller didn't stop. "Not expecting anyone."

"No. He's not the sort you expect." A pause. "Suit. Good one. Car outside that cost more than my house."

Miller came up from the floor in one smooth movement. He was forty-one years old, six foot two, and built like something that had been assembled from spare parts by someone with a specific purpose in mind. His face had been broken twice — nose once in Helmand, jaw once in a pub in Hereford that he didn't like to discuss — and had healed both times into something that wasn't quite handsome but was certainly memorable. His eyes were the colour of gunmetal on an overcast day.

"What's his name?" Miller asked.

"Wouldn't say. Just said to tell you it was about your future."

Miller reached for his prison-issue shirt. "Right," he said. "Because that's not ominous at all."
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CHAPTER ONE: THE MAN IN THE GOOD SUIT
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The visiting room at Wormwood Scrubs was designed to make everyone feel equally terrible. The plastic chairs were bolted to the floor at intervals calculated to prevent intimacy without quite achieving the comfort of distance. The tables were the colour of old teeth. Overhead, fluorescent tubes hummed their tuneless, ceaseless song.

The man sitting at Table Seven looked as out of place as a Fabergé egg in a skip.

He was perhaps sixty-five, with the kind of silver hair that suggested money rather than age, swept back from a high forehead in a manner that probably hadn't changed since his days at whatever public school had stamped its particular hallmark on him. His suit was charcoal grey and so well-cut that it made the room around him seem slightly apologetic. His hands were folded on the table with the relaxed confidence of a man accustomed to other people coming to him.

He watched Miller cross the room with something that might have been professional appreciation.

Miller pulled out the chair opposite and sat down without being invited. Old habit. In any room, any situation, you sat when you chose to sit, not when someone else decided you should.

"Mr. Miller," the man said. His voice was the kind that had been educated at considerable expense — smooth, unhurried, with the faintest undertone of steel. "Thank you for seeing me."

"Wasn't much else on," Miller said. "You missed the morning quiz. Terry on C-Block won a Mars bar. Exciting stuff."

The man smiled. It reached his eyes, which was either genuine or the sign of a very accomplished liar. In Miller's experience, those two things weren't mutually exclusive. "My name is Sir Harold Pitch. I work for the government."

"Which bit?"

"The quiet bit."

Miller looked at him steadily. "Right. And what does the quiet bit want with a convicted killer doing ten years in the Scrubs?"

Sir Harold Pitch didn't flinch at the word. Points to him. "We want to offer you an arrangement, Mr. Miller. Temporary release. Supervised, naturally. A specific assignment. Upon successful completion, we would advocate strongly for a review of your sentence."

"And if I say no?"

"Then I finish my rather terrible coffee —" he glanced at the paper cup in front of him with an expression of mild suffering — "and I leave, and we never have this conversation. You serve your remaining seven years. You're released at forty-eight with a criminal record, no pension, and very limited prospects." He said it without cruelty, which almost made it worse. "You're a remarkable man, Mr. Miller. It seems a waste."

Miller was quiet for a moment. Around them, the room murmured with the low conversations of other prisoners and their families — a woman trying not to cry, two kids climbing on their father like he was a piece of playground equipment, an old man with his son sitting in silence because they'd run out of things to say three visits ago.

"Tell me about the job," Miller said.

Sir Harold Pitch smiled again and reached into his jacket pocket for a slim manila folder. "I thought you might say that."
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CHAPTER TWO: THE NIGHT IT HAPPENED
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It had been a Tuesday in November, which felt appropriate in retrospect. Bad things happened on Tuesday evenings in November. The weather was cold without being dramatic about it — the kind of grey, damp chill that seeps through a jacket and settles in the bones. Miller had been walking home from The Anchor, which was not technically his local but was four streets from his flat and had the advantage of serving a reasonable pint and not asking questions.

He'd had two pints. He remembered that precisely because the prosecution had tried to make three of them into something sinister and his barrister had been forced to produce CCTV footage from behind the bar to establish the facts. Two pints over ninety minutes. A man in reasonable command of his faculties.

He'd heard her before he'd seen her.

Not screaming — by the time people were screaming, things had usually already gone wrong in ways that were harder to recover from. It was more of a grunt of effort followed by the crack of something hitting something else, and then a short, sharp sound that Miller's brain filed automatically under someone in pain.

He'd turned into Garfield Street and seen three things simultaneously: a woman on the ground with her arm raised to protect her face, a motorcycle parked half on the pavement with its engine still running, and a man in a leather jacket who was in the process of drawing his boot back for another kick.

Miller had not deliberated. This was subsequently held against him.

"Stop," he'd said.

The man in the leather jacket — Danny Pearce, twenty-nine, leader of the East London chapter of the Reapers MC, with a record that included two counts of ABH and one charge of possession with intent that had inexplicably evaporated before trial — had turned around.

"Walk away," Pearce had said.

"Can't, mate," Miller had replied.

What happened next took approximately twelve seconds and was the subject of seven days of courtroom testimony. Miller's account was consistent throughout: Pearce had thrown the first punch, Miller had deflected it, Pearce had stumbled, Pearce had fallen, Pearce's head had connected with the kerb. The woman's account largely corroborated this. The CCTV camera at the end of the street had been vandalised three days earlier and provided no footage.

Danny Pearce had died in hospital four hours later of a subdural haematoma.

The prosecution had argued that Miller's training — six years in the Parachute Regiment, followed by nine in 22 SAS — meant he should have known that a deflection of that type could cause a fatal fall. The defence had argued that a reasonable man seeing a woman being kicked on the ground was not required to produce a risk assessment before intervening. The jury had deliberated for two days and come back with manslaughter.

The judge had given him ten years.

"You are a man who knows how to use force," the judge had said from his elevated chair, looking down at Miller with something
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