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Prologue

Central Tunis, Tunisia

Racine confirmed the man entering the hotel was her target. She knew his face and his gait. The French national wore a navy-blue business suit and carried a briefcase. He looked unremarkable. He was anything but. Unseen, as she hung back across the avenue, in the shadow of a large tree, Racine continued to sip from her bottle of Orangina and scroll her smartphone.

The hotel was the tallest building in this part of the capital. Its glass-sided tower looked out of place but afforded panoramic views of the city.

Racine waited for five minutes, to give her target time to get settled into his room. Her encrypted iPhone vibrated in her hand. A message. A random word that had been chosen as her ‘go’ command. She crossed the busy Avenue Habib Bourguiba and entered the hotel lobby. Bright lights reflected against the white marble flooring. Cognac-coloured marble panelling covered the walls and matched the hue of leather armchairs, dotted beside curtained windows. Off to her right was a bar area and to her left the front desk, manned by three suited men, each sporting a short haircut and moustache. They were busy with guests. She strode directly past them to the lifts. The flooring now changed to a brown and white marble chequerboard.

In her peripheral vision, a figure rose from a chair and followed her. Before she could press the call button, the lift doors opened and three men exited. One was dressed in a grey business suit, with a pair of bronze-lensed sunglasses obscuring his face; the others wore matching black Adidas tracksuits and carried large, heavy-looking, identical sports bags. Racine entered the lift and so did the man who had followed her. His clothes marked him out as a businessman but his hair, cut extremely close to his scalp, did not. He made no eye contact and said not one word as he pressed the button for the fourteenth floor and then stood with his back to her. They rode the lift up in silence, the overhead light glinting on his stubbly scalp. The man exited the lift first and immediately turned left into the hallway. Racine followed a couple of paces behind. The man passed three doors before slowing to touch a key card against a lock on the fourth door. It opened with an electronic tone. He carried on walking and vanished from view through the door at the end of the hallway.

Racine entered the room he had unlocked. She kept low, darted towards the bathroom on her immediate right. It was empty. She knew it would be, but a failure to confirm this could be fatal. Moving back out into the sleeping area she noted a shoebox on the bed next to a pair of surgical rubber gloves. Inside the box lay a subcompact Glock 26 pistol, a magazine, a custom suppressor and a dull, metal key. Racine pulled on the gloves, slotted the full magazine into the body of the Glock and then screwed on the suppressor. The Austrian handgun felt unbalanced with the added weight and length of the sound-deadening device, but it was a trade-off she was willing to make, and the combination was effective for close-quarter work.

At the foot of the bed and next to the bulky, outdated television set was a door in the party wall. Behind it was a second door that opened into the adjoining room. Two doors were all that separated Racine from her target – former paratrooper Jean Yotte.

On leaving the paras, Yotte had become a private military contractor. For three years he had undertaken overseas security and bodyguard positions, but what had pinged him on the threat radar of France’s foreign intelligence agency, the DGSE, were the highly lucrative yet highly illegal contracts he had been taking for the last eighteen months. Intelligence confirmed that the private military contractor had become an assassin. What was more worrying for the French was that his new paymasters had direct links to known terrorist organisations. With the flick of a pen in Paris, Yotte’s fate was determined and without any trace of irony, Racine of the DGSE’s Division Action was ordered to assassinate the assassin.

Racine had no qualms about what she was going to do, of the life she was on the cusp of ending. Her target was a threat to the security of the French Republic. He was a traitor, and there was nothing Racine detested more.

Her phone vibrated. It displayed a new message. It confirmed the water in her target’s room had been running for five minutes. She pushed the phone back into her pocket. She was exactly on schedule. Four days of surveillance had shown Yotte to be a creature of habit. Each time he returned to his room the man took a ten-minute shower. But habits were bad, and her target would find out why in less than five minutes.

Racine silently moved forward. The lock on her side was not engaged. Placing her left ear flat against the door, she listened. A low-level burble emanated from the other side. Racine drew the handle down, millimetre by millimetre, the mechanism pre-oiled to make no sound. She then pulled the door open on silent hinges. Racine stepped back quickly, half expecting the second door to disintegrate as rounds ripped towards her. But nothing happened. Music, the CNN intro theme, and then an excited female voice speaking in American-accented English. On her haunches, Racine peered through the lock. She could make out the foot of the bed, and a sports bag lying on it, nothing more. She could now hear the water running in the bathroom. Rising to her feet, she kept her hand steady and inserted the key into the lock. As she started to turn the key, there was a knocking sound, coming from the other side of the target’s room, followed by an electronic beep.

The shower abruptly stopped. Her hand froze, the key half-turned. She sensed movement and felt footfall. On the other side of the target’s room, the main door opened and a voice called out, ‘Housekeeping.’ The phone in Racine’s pocket vibrated. A warning, she knew, a message that a third party was entering the target’s room, an innocent. It was an order to abort. She didn’t look at it. Racine closed her eyes, swore under her breath in French and quickly turned the key, knowing she had only a matter of seconds. Then she heard him – Jean Yotte – asking angry questions. Racine swung out with the open door into the room. Going low she raised the Glock and acquired her target.

The scene that greeted her made her pause, made her slow, for fear of hitting the wrong person. The housekeeper stood at the door as Yotte, dripping wet and wearing just a towel around his waist, berated her. His right hand, held behind his back, clasped a sub-compact handgun. The maid’s face contorted as she saw Racine and Yotte spun, his towel falling to the floor and the gun rising fast.

Racine was faster. She fired. A double tap. Her suppressed rounds sounded like large books dropping on a tiled floor. The first round shattered Yotte’s forehead and the second shredded his heart. Neither low-velocity slug exited his body.

Racine stood. The smell of gunpowder filled the room. The maid was immobile. Her eyes wide and her jaw slack. Racine pointed the Glock at her and beckoned her to enter Yotte’s room. The maid’s head twitched, and she jerked to the right and ran screaming, away from the door along the hallway.

‘Merde!’ Racine swore.

Things had turned noisy but, she reasoned, she had got the job done.

She shut the door, then stepped back into the room, negotiated Yotte’s corpse and collected her two spent shells. She had to exfil the hotel. Her phone was vibrating in her pocket, but she ignored it again. Racine was in the room and her controller was not. As her eyes took in the scene, she paused … the sports bag on the bed. She had seen the exact same bag before. It was identical to the bags carried by the two men who had exited her lift. She bounded to the bed and opened the zip. Inside were three brick-sized blocks wrapped in a waxy paper. The markings confirmed that she was looking at several kilos of military-grade plastic explosive. It was more than enough to flatten the hotel and most of the surrounding city block.

She took a long calming breath, her heart thumping in her chest as she checked for any wiring or a detonator. There was neither. Moving to the window she looked out at the street far below. She had a view half a mile up the Avenue Habib Bourguiba in either direction. Tunis city centre was a target-rich environment with a myriad of shops, cafés, local attractions, government offices and embassies.

A sudden, shrill sound attacked her ears. Yotte’s mobile phone was ringing. It was on the pillow of the bed he would never sleep in again. She picked it up and inspected the display. Her eyes flicked back to the bag. Had she missed the detonator? Had she missed the wires? Was this the end of it all? The phone stopped ringing and then started again. She pressed the ‘answer’ icon. There was no explosion. She was still alive, and Yotte was still dead.

A Tunisian voice spoke in rapid French. ‘We are at the cathedral and in place.’

Racine had never wanted to be a man, until that moment. She had no alternative, she had to risk a reply. She placed her hand over the phone and tried to disguise her voice. ‘Await my command.’

‘D’accord.’ The caller hung up.

Racine checked the phone’s saved contacts. Three numbers only, and one of these she’d just been connected to. She knew she couldn’t call either number if what she suspected was true. She retrieved her own iPhone and with no time to fully explain her suspicions tapped out a text to secure the room. Explosives found. Send cleaner.

Pushing her Glock into the waistband of her trousers, Racine left the room and took the fire escape down. The stairwell walls were unpainted concrete and each footstep kicked up dust, which worked its way into her eyes and nose. As she reached the lobby level, she heard sirens on the avenue outside, not unusual for a capital city but she had no illusions that they were heading her way. She continued down another floor and exited into the underground parking level. Fastening her denim jacket, she sprinted up the ramp. She burst out onto the pavement and into the sunlight, directly to the left of the entrance lobby. At that moment two police cars squealed to a halt in front of the hotel’s revolving doors. She froze on the pavement, but the uniformed men spilt out of their vehicles and pushed past her into the building.

Racine ran.

There was no time for pleasantries or stealth as she barged her tall frame past and between pedestrians on the pavement. Under her jacket, the Glock painfully dug into her stomach with each stride and the warm suppressor scalded her skin. She could already see the Cathedral of St Vincent de Paul. It was at the Place de l’Indépendence, at the end of Avenue Habib Bourguiba and directly opposite the French embassy. She slowed her pace to a brisk walk, attempted to steady her breathing and entered the square.

A group of European tourists stood at the foot of the cathedral steps, listening to a guide holding a red parasol. In between the group and a refreshment stall a man stood. She recognised him from the lift. He was dressed in a tracksuit and had a large sports bag at his feet.

Racine knew it was reckless, but she had no other option but to act. She skirted the square and angled for the stall. As she reached it, the man paid her no attention; she was just another tourist. Turning sideways on to mask her actions, Racine slowly withdrew the Glock from her waistband. Shielding it with her jacket until the last possible moment, she fired twice, at close range, into the man’s head. He dropped. Almost before he had stopped falling, she searched his torso for a trigger or a wire. Nothing.

She felt a wave of panic break around her, as first the tourists and then the locals comprehended what had happened. They scattered noisily, like startled pigeons. Racine felt a roaring in her ears and nausea build in her stomach. Where was the trigger? Had she been mistaken? Had she executed an innocent civilian? But she couldn’t have. He was one of the men from the lift, wasn’t he? But was he linked to her target at the hotel? He had to be otherwise … She reached for the sports bag … 

An angry yell, and then a single shot rang out. Without thinking, Racine spun to her right. Above her now on the top step, another tracksuited man pointed a Kalashnikov at her. The second man from the hotel lift. She saw him flinch as he pulled the trigger again and a second single shot chipped the concrete of the pavement where, a moment ago, she had been. Racine kept moving, as confusion crossed his face, he glanced down at the Russian weapon. Adjusting his grip, he thumbed the selector switch up from “semiautomatic” to “automatic” fire.

Racine came up, firing. Her shots hit him in the chest. The gunman’s finger tightened around the trigger and as he fell, he emptied the Kalashnikov’s magazine into the stone steps and wooden doors of the cathedral, a line of strike marks tracing their way skywards.

Tourists continued to scream and run across the square. Sirens sounded in the distance, getting closer by the second; she didn’t know if they were heading for her or the hotel but either way she wasn’t going to hang around. Racine bounded up the steps and kicked the weapon away from the gunman’s hand. He was still alive and bloody bubbles seeped from his mouth. He tried to speak; however, he didn’t get the chance as Racine shot him in the right eye. She searched him and just like his comrade, found no trigger or wires. His Kalashnikov was the folding-stock version, compact enough to conceal within his bag. The bag …

Racine looked up and through the open door. Inside the cathedral, his sports bag lay open. She ran towards it, crouched down and without giving pause for her own safety, checked the contents – a stack of spare magazines for the Kalashnikov, but no explosives. She put away her Glock, hung his weapon from her shoulder, zipped up the bag and carried it towards the other one still lying on the pavement beside the first gunman. Her eyes scanned the immediate area, for any threats, before she opened the bag. No explosives. No detonator. It too contained spare magazines and also the Kalashnikov that the first gunman had not had the time to use. Were there to be two attacks: a shooting and then a bombing? Or had the two intended to take hostages into the cathedral?

Racine didn’t have the answer but all she knew was that she had neutralised the immediate threat. Holding a bag in each hand, forearms and shoulders straining, Racine jogged as well as she was able back around the square, parting the increasing crowd of onlookers who didn’t know whether to cheer or cower. Many gawped, and several – to her chagrin – held up smartphones. This included a man in a grey business suit, wearing a pair of bronze-lensed sunglasses. She glowered at him, trying to place him as she increased her pace and headed towards the French Embassy. All she had to do now was persuade them to let her back in before she was gunned down by overzealous local police.




Chapter 1

Three Months Later

Centre Administratif des Tourelles (CAT), DGSE headquarters, Paris, France

Jean Baptiste Moreau believed that in addition to hard work, much of any intelligence agency’s success was down to luck and coincidence. As he entered the interview room, Baptiste hoped the luck and coincidence he was now experiencing could be verified with tangible results. His guest was sitting on the far side of a table. Their eyes immediately met, and the man stood. Roman Magidov was a ‘walk-in’, an unsolicited and unexpected visitor who had arrived at the front desk with information he wanted to personally deliver to the DGSE. Just over an hour later, after having his identity verified and giving a brief outline of what he knew to a receiving officer he had been asked to sit and wait for a more senior member of staff to continue his interview.

On reading the initial notes, both Baptiste’s pulse and his interest had started to rise as he realised the significance of what Magidov had relayed. The man seemingly had fresh intelligence on a target Baptiste’s department had been seeking for over a decade, and this had come less than twenty-four hours after a photograph of his target had surfaced on the internet. Luck and coincidence. The question was always the same – was it real?

‘My name is Ozanne,’ Baptiste said, using an alias. ‘I understand you have information you’d like to share with us?’

‘Do you work on the Ukrainian desk, Monsieur Ozanne?’

‘I do,’ Baptiste replied. He didn’t and the use of the word ‘desk’ wasn’t a French term, but then his guest wasn’t French. Roman Magidov was a Ukrainian lawyer from the city of Donetsk. Baptiste imagined the man was used to the process and techniques of cross-examination, but today it was he who was the subject of Baptiste’s line of inquiry. ‘Let’s sit and we can discuss what it is you would like to share with us, and why.’

As they sat down, Baptiste poured them both a glass of water from a bottle on the table then switched on the recording equipment. He sat upright in his chair and looked Magidov in the eye. ‘Let me start by making you aware that anything you voluntarily offer the DGSE will be dealt with in the strictest confidence but that you may also be held criminally liable if it is proven what you tell me is an intentional fabrication.’

‘I understand.’ The Ukrainian’s left eye twitched and, as it did so, the red birthmark above it seemed to dance. ‘Do you think I fled Ukraine with the intent of sharing fairy tales, Monsieur Ozanne?’

‘I hope that is not the case.’

‘It is not.’

‘I’d like you to explain to me how this all started. I’ll interrupt you if I have any questions.’

‘OK.’ Magidov nodded and spoke slowly with the measured cadence of a non-native French speaker. ‘When the Russian-backed DNR militants took over the city, we attempted to continue with our lives, but the rule of law was ignored. These men were not freedom fighters, rather members of criminal gangs. To prevent the Ukrainian army from retaking Donetsk they relied on Russia shelling the Ukrainian army positions. But the Ukrainian troops fired back. Tens of thousands fled Donetsk, including three-quarters of my community – the city’s Jewish population. We who remained did so because we felt a duty, regardless of religion, language or nationality, to our hometown and to those who could not leave. As a lawyer, a defender of justice and truth, I tried to navigate the new laws and regulations the DNR introduced. So, life carried on in the new normal of the new republic, until suddenly it did not. I was abducted from my office and accused of conducting acts of espionage against the Donetsk People’s Republic.’

‘Where was your office located?’ Magidov gave the address and Baptiste made a note of this. ‘Who abducted you?’

‘Thugs in mismatched army uniforms.’

So far Baptiste had learnt nothing new or anything of note. ‘OK, go on.’

‘Chronologically?’

Baptiste tried not to let his impatience show. ‘Yes.’

‘Very well. They marched me out the building, pushed me into a Lada and put a sack over my head. They spoke not a word. It was hard to keep track of time, but I’d estimate after about half an hour or so we stopped. I was taken into a building and placed on a chair. When they removed the sack, I saw that I was in an empty garage.’

‘How did you know it was a garage?’ Baptiste asked.

‘It had a concrete floor covered in oil stains. It smelled of diesel.’

‘Did you see the outside of the building at all?’

‘No.’

‘Continue, please,’ Baptiste urged.

‘They started to question me; actually, they interrogated me I … I …’ Magidov’s voice faltered. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath in and out before continuing. ‘I was punched, kicked, and they even put a wet cloth on my face and poured water over it. I don’t know the French term for it. In English they call it “waterboarding”.’

‘Waterboarding, I understand; they waterboarded you. And they interrogated you for two days?’

‘Yes.’ He took a gulp of water.

‘What did they want to know?’

‘They wanted to know who I really worked for. Who was paying me to spy for the Kyiv government. Who my contacts were.’

‘What did you tell them?’

Anger flashed across Magidov’s face. ‘What could I tell them? I am not a spy. I was a lawyer serving the people of Donetsk.’

Baptiste noted the man’s quick temper. ‘I understand this is difficult for you, and I apologise, but I need to hear everything.’

Magidov took a deep breath and continued. ‘On the third day they let me go.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Yes. Looking back now, I realise it was odd but at the time I was just relieved.’

‘I understand.’

‘They put the hood back on my head, drove me to a part of the city I didn’t know well, and left me outside a church.’

‘A church?’

‘I think they were trying to be funny or make a point.’

‘Make a point?’

Magidov’s left eye twitched. ‘Where are you from?’

Baptiste’s brow furrowed. ‘I was born in Paris.’

‘Where were your parents born?’

The furrows deepened. ‘Senegal. Why?’

‘You are first-generation French, but you are undoubtedly French. Without question. Personally, I can trace my family back for generations and I am Ukrainian. Yet because I am also Jewish, the militants did not accept I could be Ukrainian. That is the difference between our two nations; that is the difference between East and West.’

‘I understand.’

‘I went home, had a few drinks. I went back to work the next day. At work my director told me I no longer worked there. So, I went home. An hour later my phone rang. It was my boss’s wife screaming at me.’

‘Screaming?’

‘Her husband had been – because of me she insisted – taken by the militants. This was unthinkable as he was “connected” – if you understand what I mean – he had a “roof”. If they could take him with impunity, they could take anyone.’

‘Was he Jewish too?’

‘No. He was an idiot. I decided that I had to get out of Donetsk. I had to report what had happened to me, but also what my interrogator had boasted about.’

‘So you reported all this to the Ukrainian authorities?’

‘I did not. What could they do? No. I wanted to come to Paris to escape Ukraine and to inform your authorities. It is your country that he said he was going to attack.’

Baptiste looked back at the notes. So far Magidov had been merely mentally clearing his throat and Baptiste had let him do so. The more he talked the more he’d relax. ‘Let’s circle back a bit. Tell me about the other man the militants were holding.’

Magidov sipped his water before he replied. ‘He was a foreign student, British, but his family was originally from Pakistan.’

This tallied with what Baptiste knew. ‘Tell me more about the man who interrogated you?’

‘Men. At first it was the locals who asked me questions; although, they seemed more concerned with beating me.’ Magidov closed his eyes again, this time screwing them shut momentarily. ‘Then a new interrogator arrived. He used different methods, worse methods, psychological methods. He was not a local either. He was Russian Jew. He told me so.’

‘What did he ask you?’

‘He probed into my background. When he found out I’d studied French and law at university, not English, he became very interested indeed.’

‘In what way?’

‘He switched to French. He spoke French. Fluent French.’ Magidov shook his head slowly. ‘He became suddenly very aggressive. He asked me if I was a spy for the DGSE.’

‘He specifically used the acronym DGSE?’

‘Sorry you are not as famous as the CIA—’ the Ukrainian shrugged ‘—so he angrily explained to me what each letter stood for.’

Baptiste battled his growing sense of excitement. ‘And you told him what?’

‘I told him the truth. I am not a spy.’

‘Why did you learn French?’

‘I love languages. During soviet times we were suppressed so much that I decided the more languages I spoke the more opportunities I would have. I watched American movies to improve my English, and I listened to anything I could in French. Then the realities of life got in the way. I graduated and found myself back in Donetsk, not even speaking my mother tongue but forced to use Russian.’

Baptiste needed to focus his guest. ‘Did you learn the name of this interrogator?’

‘We did not swap business cards, but I did hear one of the men call him “Raduga”.’

‘Raduga?’

‘It was a nickname maybe.’

‘Why do you think so?’

‘Raduga is the Russian for “Rainbow”.’

Baptiste made a mental note of the word and its usage. He’d add it to the ‘keywords’ their monitoring stations listened out for. ‘You said he boasted about his plans. What did he say?’

‘He said Donetsk was too small for him, that he had larger projects. He talked about a foiled attack in Tunis. He told me that he had learnt even from that mistake and adapted. He liked to talk a lot to me, perhaps because we were both Jewish and also because we could both speak French.’

Magidov was rambling again. For a lawyer he was not concise, which probably had worked in his own favour if he was paid by the hour, Baptiste surmised. ‘You said he had plans. What were these?’

‘He told me he was going to attack Paris.’

‘When?’

‘He said within the next two weeks.’

‘How?’

‘He didn’t say. I am sorry that is all I have. Apart from his face. That I have in my mind. That I will never forget.’

‘I’m going to show you a few photographs. I’d like you to tell me if you recognise any of the people in them.’

‘Of course.’

Baptiste shuffled the papers he had brought into the room until what he wanted was on top. He fanned out several 10 X 8 photographic prints to face the lawyer.

Magidov’s eyes showed instant recognition; his left eye twitching again and his index finger stabbed at one of the photos. ‘That is the man who tortured me!’

‘Are you certain?’ Baptiste hoped his voice sounded calm.

Magidov nodded. ‘Without a doubt. That is Raduga.’

Baptiste took a moment to compose himself. Luck and coincidence. ‘This is extremely helpful.’

Magidov looked up, anger once again in his eyes. ‘Who is he?’

‘He is a traitor.’

Noisy-le-Sec, Paris

The fort at Noisy-le-Sec was one of sixteen forts that originally formed the enclosure of Thiers, the nineteenth-century fortified ring encircling the city of Paris. It was decommissioned in 1919 and now a hundred years later the fort housed the clandestine operations division of France’s General Directorate for External Security, the DGSE.

Known as the Division Action, its mandate included the design and delivery of clandestine and covert operations. The DA specialised in the black arts of sabotage, assassination, detention and kidnapping, and the infiltration and exfiltration of agents into and out of hostile territory.

Its deputy director, Maurice Jacob, looked at his boss, Colonel Christophe Grillot. Jacob was a decade senior to Grillot but a grade lower within the DGSE. ‘So?’

Grillot wet his lips. ‘The minister is still pleased with you due to the result of the Tunis operation, even if he did have to smooth out a few ruffled Tunisian feathers.’

Maurice Jacob concurred. ‘I’m sure the prevention of a mass shooting of tourists was greatly appreciated.’

‘Did we know what Yotte had planned?’

‘No. There was no intelligence to suggest it at all, which is a worry. It was a simple kill mission. Our operative used her initiative to achieve the best possible result.’

‘That part the minister does not need to know.’

‘Quite.’ Jacob knew Grillot understood the real reason why he’d scheduled the meeting.

‘You have finally found him?’

‘Yes,’ Maurice Jacob replied, ‘we have.’

‘Where?’

‘Eastern Ukraine.’

‘Where, exactly?’

‘Donetsk.’

Grillot seemed surprised. ‘In the territory controlled by terrorists?’

‘Russian-backed insurgents.’

Grillot shuffled in his seat. ‘Vasilev is now overtly working for the Russians?’

‘In a covert capacity. If we believe the Russian foreign ministry, there are no Russians in Eastern Ukraine.’

‘How did you find him?’

Jacob explained. The intelligence business had changed since he’d been a young man. New technology had made intelligence gathering quicker and easier than ever, but it had also made it harder to hide; and the fundamentals remained the same – greed, pride and opportunity were the downfall of most.

‘And now you’ve found a link between him and the failed Tunis attack?’ Grillot asked.

‘I have.’

‘So, you are seeking my authorisation to take action against him?’

‘I am.’

‘Then, Maurice, you had better present your plan.’

‘Thank you.’ Jacob lifted his attaché case from the floor, fished into it and retrieved an A4 manila envelope. He pushed it across the desk to Grillot. ‘Voila.’

‘Merci.’

Jacob felt like a schoolboy desperately awaiting his master’s assessment of his latest essay, but of course this was far more important than any previous operation he had undertaken.

Grillot took his wireframe reading glasses from their case and popped them on his nose. Jacob mused that the man was as physically fit as the young soldier he once was, but alas the one thing he could not exercise were his eyes.

Without looking up Grillot asked, ‘Would you like a glass of water or anything, Maurice?’

‘No. I’m fine.’

Grillot turned his attention to the intelligence report. Eight minutes later he looked up. ‘My initial concern is that of verification. How do we know that this Magidov is telling the truth?’

‘He picked our man from a pile of photographs. We know our target was in Donetsk at the time. I agree it is coincidental, but then you know the old saying about luck and coincidence.’

Grillot inclined his head slightly, his eyes flicking up and right. ‘I think you need more time to gather verified intel before you attempt this mission.’

Jacob sighed. ‘In an ideal world yes, but we do not live in one. Our target has appeared for the first time in eight years; he may very well disappear if we do not strike now. We cannot lose him like before.’

‘Why has he appeared?’

‘He believes he is entirely safe in the epicentre of a Russian-backed puppet state. It’s the perfect base of operations for him.’

‘You believe he intends to launch terror attacks on the Republic of France?’

‘That is what our walk-in stated, but it could just be an idle threat? You and I both know our target is a very troubled and dangerous individual. Direct threat or not, we can’t let him slip away again.’

Grillot removed his glasses. ‘Do you think your choice of personnel is prudent?’

‘I do.’

‘In Tunis, she disobeyed a direct order to abort. Her actions could have so easily not gone in our favour. It could be argued she is a liability, a loose cannon rolling around on a sinking ship.’

‘I’m sinking?’

Grillot waved his hand. ‘You know what I mean.’

‘I never took you for a poet.’

‘The fact remains, she did not follow orders.’

‘But she saved lives.’

‘The ends justify the means? Is that the excuse?’

Jacob shook his head. ‘No excuse. She was on the ground. She used her instincts. She was resourceful. She saved lives.’

Grillot sighed. ‘I know. But she was hardly discreet.’

‘Look, I made a promise to her. This target is after all the reason why she joined our service.’

‘What if she fails?’

‘Racine is the best I have ever seen. If I were to assign another operator and the mission failed, well, that would be unforgivable.’

Grillot wet his lips before he replied. ‘The question I have is can she do it?’

‘Yes, and she will, without hesitation.’

Grillot pushed himself away from his desk and steepled his fingers. ‘In that case, Maurice, you have my full authority to liquidate the target.’

‘Thank you, Colonel.’ Jacob made no attempt to disguise his relief.

*

Jacob left his director’s office invigorated. The veteran intelligence officer took the stairs down to the ground floor of the nineteenth-century fort and found his DGSE driver outside standing next to the large, dark blue Citroën. He had a phone to his ear, which he hurriedly pocketed as Jacob stepped out into the cold Parisian air. Jacob looked questioningly at the man.

‘I apologise. It was my mother.’ His driver was embarrassed. ‘If I don’t pick up she presumes I’ve been abducted or involved in an accident.’

Jacob waved away the excuse with a friendly flourish of his hand as the rear door was opened for him. ‘And how is she?’

‘Old.’

Jacob paused, holding on to the Citroën’s roof. ‘Old?’

‘That is what she tells me. I ask her, “Mother, how are you?” and she always replies, “I am old.”’

Jacob smiled. ‘There are few worse things to be.’

Door shut, the driver got into his seat. ‘Where to: home, the bistro or the other place?’

‘The other place, please.’

‘Right.’ The engine started.

It had been twelve years, yet Jacob could not bring himself to think of the DGSE headquarters as his office rather than the Noisy-le-Sec facility. It was a constant reminder to him of the pariah he had become.

But now he could see an end to the indignity of his existence. With each successful operation his team undertook he felt as though he was regaining, bit by bit, the respect of those who mattered including the Director General of the DGSE, and of course the Minister of Defence, who had not even been a politician when the scandal had happened.

Without another word to his driver, Jacob pressed the button, raising the privacy panel between them. Once hidden, he retrieved his hip flask from his briefcase and took a long swig of cognac. Relishing the burn, he let himself relax into the soft, dark leather. He sincerely hoped he would soon be drinking to celebrate another positive result.

DGSE headquarters, Paris

Even though it wasn’t an old building his part of it always smelled musty. Maurice Jacob wondered what the office cleaners did each evening when he was gone. Through his open blinds the weak Parisian sun illuminated the dust as it wafted across the utilitarian space. His desk was devoid of any sentimental items that would have hinted at his life outside of the French Directorate-General for External Security. Jacob popped a breath mint and then tapped his desk with his forefinger.

‘I personally hold myself responsible for this man’s actions, for the deaths he has caused. I who employed him, I who trained him and I who eventually lost him …’

Jacob’s career in French intelligence had not been without distinction, but the repercussions from having one of his own prodigies, Sasha Vasilev, identified as a Russian sleeper, a sleeper who had then given up DGSE operatives, had turned Jacob into a pariah.

Following a full internal investigation, which had found him neither culpable nor guilty of any wrongdoing, it was agreed Jacob was to be removed from the Noisy-le-Sec facility. He would continue his duties, with somewhat reduced resources and limited influence in a nondescript office in the DGSE’s soulless headquarters. The main stipulation was Grillot would have the final say on all operations of Jacob’s ‘deniable department’. This mattered little to Jacob. He had never wanted to run the department; he was not a political beast. He was an intelligence officer.

Jacob wanted to savour this moment, his first step on the road to redemption. He kept Baptiste waiting whilst he crushed the remains of his mint in his mouth and slipped in another. He didn’t offer Baptiste one. ‘Colonel Grillot has given the mission the go-ahead. We have his full authority to liquidate Sasha Vasilev.’

Baptiste’s relief was evident to Jacob. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Don’t thank me, Baptiste. Taking a life must never be something we are thankful for.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I have made a few changes to your plan.’

‘Oh?’

‘We will use Racine.’

‘Even after her actions during the Tunis operation?’

‘Because of them.’

Baptiste’s brow furrowed. ‘And she operates alone.’

‘I am aware of that.’ Jacob hadn’t expected this level of opposition from his junior. ‘Is there a problem or something I should be aware of?’

‘My plan called for a team. Surely that would be more prudent? Is sending a lone woman into a conflict zone really a wise decision?’

‘I see.’ Jacob’s eyes glinted as he looked at the younger man. ‘You think of her as a woman, whereas I think of her as a weapon.’

‘That is not what I meant.’

‘Is it not? You know as well as I do that the French Republic, as a NATO member, cannot been seen in any way shape or form to be assisting either side of the Ukrainian conflict. Especially not by assassinating a man who is the holder of a Russian passport personally presented to him – I have been told – by the Russian President. The larger the number of personnel we use the greater the risk we run of compromising the mission. No. We must use a sole operator. Racine is the best deniable asset we have. She goes in. Alone.’

‘Yes, Director.’

‘Is there something you wish to say, Baptiste?’

‘No.’

‘That is all.’

*

After Baptiste had left the room, Jacob closed his eyes and sighed deeply. So much death, so many lives destroyed by the traitor, and all because he had been taken in, all because he had felt a duty to the man’s family and their shared religion.

The energy he had earlier was no more; it had been replaced by a creeping fear, the realisation about what a monumental mission lay ahead of them. Was sending in Racine really the best course of action? There was a high possibility that she could be killed, or worse captured – and then what would happen? Was it his own vanity that demanded she be the tool of his vengeance? He grimaced. No. The vengeance was theirs; they shared it, Racine and he. This was not the time to start questioning his decisions and his course of action, not now.

Jacob gingerly pushed himself up from the desk and shuffled wearily to the window. The DGSE headquarters, where he was forced to work, were located on the eastern edge of Paris in the 20th arrondissement and as such there was very little of note to see. The ornate architecture of central Paris was replaced here by mostly red-bricked, utilitarian, low-rise apartment buildings. There were plenty of trees, but it wasn’t the picture-postcard Paris favoured by foreign tourists. And today the sky was grey. But to Jacob the entire city was magnificent, and he loved her just as much as ever.

He was a patriot. He’d spent his entire life defending the country of his birth. He was born after the war, and his parents would tell him of the horrors they had endured in the concentration camps after being rounded up and sent there by the noxious Vichy government. Seventy-five per cent of the French Jewish population had survived the war and with the influx of Sephardi and Mizrahi North African Jews from former French colonies, France boasted the third largest Jewish population after Israel and the United States. And boast they should. Jacob was proud to be French, and he was proud to be Jewish. He had never blamed the French people for his parents’ forced deportation, but he had blamed the French government and had vowed to do all in his power to ensure that nothing of the sort ever happened again. That no more citizens of France would be betrayed.

Sasha Vasilev was a Russian Jew whose scientist parents had fled Russia when he was a teenager and been granted asylum in Paris. The boy was a talented linguist and after graduating joined the DGSE, on Jacob’s recommendation, and proceeded to work his way up through the ranks. It was only after his disappearance that his treachery and the body of his lover had been discovered. Sasha Vasilev had been a malevolent mole for Russian military intelligence. The operational details and names he had passed on to his true masters in the Kremlin had caused the deaths of officers and operatives and dealt the DGSE’s Division Action a devastating blow.

Sasha Vasilev had betrayed him, betrayed France. The blood of French patriots was on Vasilev’s hands. If Jacob had not admitted the man to the service, and had not taught him his trade, those victims would still be alive and serving their country.

Finding and finishing Vasilev would not bring any of those fine, noble people back, nor would it bring peace, but it would prevent the man from betraying France and its citizens any further. It would also be a stark warning to any pernicious foreign agencies: there is nowhere to hide.

Jacob’s rage caused a tremor in his right hand as he thrust it into his trouser pocket to retrieve his hip flask. It was almost empty. He swigged the remains. The mints had ruined the taste of the cognac but he welcomed the fiery liquid as it burned his insides. He noticed he’d been drinking far more than usual recently. He thought about the personnel file he kept locked in his desk, and the legacy of its subject: Sophie Racine.




Chapter 2

Eight Years Ago

Central Paris

With her small backpack weighed down by her legal textbooks, and left hand holding up a collapsible umbrella, Sophie headed home. It was a twenty-five-minute brisk walk from the lecture hall to the three-bedroom apartment she shared with two other students: Gaspard – another law student and Saskia, her crazy British best friend she’d met at sixth form in England who’d opted to join her in Paris to study French literature.

Sophie was an only child and sharing a flat for her was still a novelty. She got on well with her flatmates; that was, once both she and Saskia had explained to Gaspard nothing romantic was ever going to happen between them. Sophie had taken the opportunity to casually mention her training in self-defence. Gaspard had raised his eyebrows and said no more. After this he had brought back a procession of women, as if to subconsciously prove to them that he wasn’t a gargoyle (a nickname Saskia had coined).

On nights when the two women were not studying or hitting the town, they’d share bottles of red wine, with Saskia constantly exclaiming how cheap it was. Her father was ‘something in city’ – after knowing Saskia for almost three years, Sophie still had no idea what that meant. Sophie took every opportunity to perfect her already fluent English, even picking up ‘posh slang’. Sophie smirked and wondered if she should stop by Monoprix to get some ‘plonk’?

Looking left and right before stepping off the pavement she noticed a man at her shoulder. They crossed at the same time and he hurried ahead, carrying his briefcase over his head. Partly curious as to why someone would wear a raincoat but neglect to pack an umbrella, Sophie crossed the road, now several steps behind, and watched him turn right into an alleyway. Moments later two men, dressed in jeans with rain dripping from their leather jackets, followed him at an even faster pace. Sophie shrugged and carried on walking, still with thoughts of wine in her head, and then she drew level with the alley and glanced right.

The two men had slowed their pace; one held out an object in his right hand. Briefcase-man had his back to them and had paused to search for something.

She saw it start in slow motion and knew exactly what was about to happen. Two white thugs attacking an African immigrant. Sophie knew it was wrong, and knew she had to react.

Impulsively, with little thought for her own safety and without warning, she dropped her umbrella and slipped her pack from her back, took a deep breath and sprinted up the alley – the footfall of her trainers dampened by the sound of the rushing rain. She drew within ten feet of the second man, the one without the weapon, and swung her rucksack as hard as she could. It shot the short distance through the dank air and collided with the back of the man’s head. He was already off balance, and the full weight of the law books caused him to crash sideways into the wall, his head hitting the wet brickwork, before he slid down to the ground. Briefcase-man faced the remaining attacker but then a millisecond later his eyes widened as he spotted Sophie.

The man with the weapon, Sophie could now see it was some type of military baton, raised his arm. Briefcase-man, momentarily mesmerised by her presence, moved too late and it hit him on the shoulder. He dropped his briefcase and lurched forward. Sophie was three steps away, she took two then sprung from her left leg and struck a downward blow, an axe kick, to the back of the assailant’s knee with the heel of her right foot. The man folded to the ground, grabbed his knee with both hands, and rolled to one side – his face contorted with pain. Sophie steadied herself. The first attacker was still dazed and the second wouldn’t be jogging for a while. But then Briefcase-man aimed a fist at her. Instinctively Sophie blocked it with crossed arms, deflecting the blow to her right as she stepped left. Briefcase-man spun and a launched a kick at her. This she attempted to sidestep but it hit her in the thigh. Her eyes watered as a cold, dead pain engulfed her leg.

‘Stop! I was trying to help you!’ she shouted. But he sent a second fist and then a quick third towards her. Sophie realised that she was now cornered in the alley, with Briefcase-man blocking her exit one way and two dumpsters shoring up the other. She didn’t understand what was happening but knew he was continuing the attack. She adopted a fighting stance, raised her fists and looked him in the eyes. ‘Go now or I’ll kill you.’

‘And your colleagues will attack me later? I don’t think so.’ Briefcase-man spat, and then he lunged at her. Sophie noticed his stance, recognised his fighting style and knew how to counter it. She feigned a jab with her right, telegraphed a straight kick and as he reached for her leg, she delivered a sickening left elbow to the side of his head. His grip relaxed and he fell. Not waiting to understand what had happened she collected her rucksack and ran back the way she had come.

‘ENDEX!’ a man in a long, camel-coloured coat shouted as he stepped between her and the safety of the street. Sophie skidded to a halt six feet in front of him. ‘And who are you?’ His wizened face was quizzical.

‘I … they … I was attacked!’ Sophie managed to say as her chest heaved.

‘That is not what I asked you, young woman.’

She heard noises from behind and whirled round. The three men were now walking towards her, slowly. The first attacker had a large graze on his cheek and was helping the second, who was limping, and Briefcase-man was holding his head and seemed very unsteady on his feet. ‘But they … I was trying to …’

The man blocking the exit switched to English. ‘Don’t you speak French? Is that your problem?’

She glared at him, and also switched languages. ‘My name is Sophie Racine, and I demand to know who the hell you are.’

‘You demand?’ The man let a broad smile split his lined face, and continued in English. ‘I am Deputy Director Jacob of the French Directorate-General for External Security, and you, Racine, have interrupted a training exercise!’

‘Wait what? She wasn’t part of this?’ Briefcase-man asked.

‘No, Baptiste, she was not. Which is all the worse for you as she handed you your backside on a silver platter.’

Sophie was indignant. ‘Your men attacked me. I wish to press charges!’

‘Oh, do grow up, you attacked them. And from what I can see it is they who should be charging you. In fact I should be charging you! But I won’t.’

Sophie bristled.

‘Tell me, who taught you to fight like that?’

‘My father,’ Sophie replied, hating the fact that it was he who again would define her. ‘My father was a Legionnaire.’

‘Was? What is he now?’

‘A successful defence lawyer.’

The man raised his eyebrows, then spoke over her head. ‘Noah, Yann, Baptiste, go and get whatever medical treatment you need.’ His gaze moved back to her. His features seemed to have softened. ‘Racine, you look familiar. Have we met before?’

‘No.’

‘Very well. I’d like to buy you a coffee. I think we should have a chat.’




Chapter 3

Present Day

Central Paris

Racine stared out of the apartment at the wet street below. It always rained at this time of year in Paris. Whilst unprepared tourists hid under boutique awnings, locals sported chic, black umbrellas and carried on as usual. She envied them, the people below with normal lives and everyday hopes and fears. The biggest decision most of them would have to make would be to decide what to have for dinner, what colour scarf to wear or whom to sleep with. They didn’t make life-or-death decisions, well apart from the doctors, she conceded, but even they didn’t get ordered to take lives. The people of Paris, like civilians everywhere, were civil. She was not. The life she had chosen was decidedly uncivilised and at the age of twenty-nine she had potentially many decades of incivility ahead of her. What had driven her to become so adept at hastening the death of enemies of the state, she did not know, but what had forced her to act in the first instance – to take her first step into the world she now lived in – was to right a wrong. She believed in justice and always had.

Racine turned away from the window of her DGSE Paris apartment. In her hand she held an envelope containing her briefing notes. She felt an odd sense of calm determination that she had finally arrived at this point in her journey. She would read and memorise its contents before returning it to her controller – the man who now looked at her from across her kitchen table.

‘This is a high-risk mission, Racine.’ They never used her first name and hadn’t since she’d joined the service. To those who knew of her existence she was simply known by her surname. Baptiste in turn used his middle name. ‘This is the first confirmed sighting of our target for eight years.’

Racine sat and emptied the envelope onto the table and arranged its contents into neat rows. Baptiste, never briefed her at the office. It was a place that she had rarely entered. The situation surrounding the operation of The Department called for complete deniability. To anyone who cared to ask, Racine was a human resources consultant specialising in employment law. An occupation vague enough to draw no further questions when paraded out at parties, not that she attended many anymore. Racine hated small talk. She equated it with small minds. She looked up from the papers and met Baptiste’s eyes. ‘So he’s in Ukraine. He’s materialised as a “military adviser” to the insurgents calling themselves the government of the Donetsk People’s Republic?’

Baptiste nodded.

Racine looked back at the tabletop. Outwardly, her face was a mask of calm; inside was another matter. She studied the image of the man whom the DGSE was ordering her to terminate with extreme prejudice. She had been chosen to be his assassin, to be the one to end his life, the moment she joined the service. Her director had expressly stated why. It was a secret they shared, which even her controller and former boyfriend Baptiste did not know. Racine’s revenge, as Jacob had called it, would not merely be served cold, it would be icy.

She studied the eyes of her target in the photograph before her, Vasilev the bogeyman. His actions had been the driving force in the creation of The Department. Without his pernicious, traitorous actions, the DGSE perhaps would never have sanctioned her director’s quest. The Department’s sole remit, after all, was to locate and liquidate targets that other DGSE teams could not. Racine was aware of the weight of expectation on her shoulders, but this was nothing compared to the duty she felt to the dead. ‘How was he found?’

‘Identified by a refugee and confirmed by social media,’ Baptiste replied.

‘Social media? Really?’ Even if she had been permitted to do so, Racine had never understood the urge to discuss her breakfast or ailments with innumerable strangers. It was a concept alien to her. ‘Which one?’

‘VKontakte.’

This made sense, the Slavic copy of Facebook had a greater market share amongst Russian speakers. ‘How?’

‘The DNR has an official VKontakte page where they inform the “Russian world” of their latest proclamations and “successes”. They posted several photographs boasting about having apprehended a foreign agent.’ Baptiste pointed to an image from the envelope. ‘Vasilev was in the background.’

Racine studied the second 10 X 8 print with incredulity




















































Undisclosed location, Donetsk, Ukraine
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