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To Jack. Always.





Courage is a capital sum, reduced by expenditure.

Ian Fleming, Dr. No






PART ONE



LONDON




He was exhausted. He wanted to keep working but the numbers had begun to swim across the lighted screen, refusing to line up in neat, military rows so he could find the pattern he knew must be hidden among them somewhere.

It was just that he was so close. If he could only stay awake he was certain he’d find what he needed. But it was after two in the morning, and when he closed his eyes and rubbed his knuckles against his forehead he still saw the numbers, burned on his retinas.

He would sleep for a few hours and then start again.

His hands went through the nightly rituals. Turning off the laptop. Flipping it over to remove the battery. Unplugging the Wi-Fi box and router, wrapping each cable neatly behind every device.

It seemed pointless. To be hacked you had to be discovered, and being discovered would mean …

He stood abruptly, pushing the chair back so hard it squawked a protest against the wooden floor, and walked away from the things that frightened him. When he crossed the living room, he didn’t have to make a single turn – the apartment held almost no furniture. A sofa, a bed, a chair – that was all he needed. More would be superfluous.

He checked the three locks on the front door and punched the eight-digit code into the alarm. Then he flipped the light switch and the room plunged into darkness. Instantly, he wanted to turn the lights back on again. It took effort to stay in the dark.

The work was making him paranoid. Everywhere he went, he saw shadows following him. All day long he’d felt watched. Now, the sensation that he was not alone was almost overwhelming.

As he walked the straight line to the bedroom, he reminded himself that nobody could possibly know who he was or where he lived. He’d been careful. By the time he climbed into bed, he almost believed it. When he closed his eyes, he saw the numbers again, floating behind his eyelids like tropical fish.

He had to finish this work before it finished him.

‘Tomorrow. It ends tomorrow.’ He murmured the word aloud, like a promise.

He could not have been asleep long when a sound shook him awake, and he sat up with a start. In the pitch black, he strained his ears, but all he could hear was his own panicked breathing, quick and harsh.

He thought perhaps he’d dreamed the sound. But then it came again. A soft breath – like a sigh.

The lights came on, blinding him. He flung up a hand to shield his eyes.

There were two of them. One stood by the door next to a large black suitcase. The other leaned over the bed, grinning.

That was when he knew he’d been wrong about everything.

They did know who he was. And what he’d been doing.

And they had come to make him stop.
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‘Target approaching.’

From her position inside the imposing, marble-clad bank lobby, Emma Makepeace cast a glance through the bulletproof glass of the front window to the traffic beyond.

The tiny electronic receiver tucked inside her right ear had been crackling with updates for the last fifteen minutes as a young man made his way through the streets of London, unaware that his every movement was being observed.

She pretended to peruse a page on the computer screen in front of her as a gleaming scarlet Bugatti prowled into view, stopping abruptly on the double yellow line in front of the private bank. As the bus behind it – its own red shading drab by comparison to the ruby glow of the sports car – adjusted to this unexpected obstruction, the car door swung open and a tall young man with a shock of dark hair jumped out, a leather duffel bag in his hand.

Sergei Gorodin was twenty-two, smooth-faced, and dressed entirely in Gucci. He didn’t glance at the bus as he strode from the car towards the bank with all the confidence of a billionaire’s son. The liveried doorman hurried forward to welcome him.

‘Little Bear is on site,’ Emma murmured, angling her chin down towards the microphone built into the lapel of her dark blazer as Gorodin stepped inside.

She kept her eyes on the door as a thin man in a navy-blue bespoke suit approached her and asked quietly, ‘Is there anything I can help you with, Miss Davies?’

Craig Reece was one of the bank’s investment managers. Everyone who worked with him described him as unfailingly polite, with a natural ability for turning money into more money. He was incredibly popular with the bank’s many Russian clients. What none of them knew, of course, was that he also worked for MI5.

Reece had brought Emma in today to gather evidence against Sergei Gorodin and his father, a property investor whose wealth had proved very hard to trace. The other bank workers believed she was a consultant specialising in international currency exchange, helping Reece with a complex transaction.

‘I’m almost finished,’ she said, her quick nod indicating she had already spotted Gorodin.

‘Excellent.’ Reese stepped back. ‘If you need anything …’

Emma kept her focus on the young Russian man, who walked past her desk without a sideways glance, heading straight to a glass-walled office at the back.

‘I just need to look one thing up.’ She stood, and gave Reece an easy smile. ‘Two seconds.’

Her heels clicked against the marble floor as she hurried after Gorodin, who opened the office door without knocking. Inside, the bank manager stood to greet him.

Emma watched as the two shook hands, and then the bank manager reached over to close the slatted blinds, screening the glass room from outside view.

Casually, Emma paused at the row of filing cabinets next to the office, opened a drawer and pulled out a file.

The blinds didn’t quite meet the edge of the wall, and from this angle she had a clear view as the manager opened a safe behind his desk and began pulling out thick stacks of cash, setting them on the desk.

Taking a pen from her pocket, Emma pointed the tip at the window and clicked the tiny button on the side.

‘Cash is changing hands,’ she whispered.

‘Copy that. Pursuit is in place,’ said Adam’s voice in her earpiece.

In the glass office, the bank manager handed Gorodin a sheet of paper, which he signed with a careless scrawl. Then he gathered the thick stacks of money and shoved them into the bag. Emma clicked the pen again.

Gorodin didn’t stick around for long goodbyes. As soon as the money was in place, he snapped the bag shut and swung towards the door.

Hastily, Emma closed the filing cabinet and headed back towards her desk.

‘Get ready,’ she warned the microphone on her lapel. ‘Little Bear is on the move.’

Reece stood up as she approached, a question in his eyes. Emma inclined her head in response. ‘I’m all done here,’ she said, angling her body so she could see Gorodin crossing the lobby with long strides.

‘Of course. Thanks for your help on this project,’ Reece replied smoothly as the Russian passed his desk.

Emma smiled. ‘It’s been a pleasure. I’ll be in touch.’

She followed Gorodin past the doorman and out on to the Strand.

After the heavy quiet of the bank the noise and bustle of the street was jarring; the squeak of brakes, the shrill complaint of horns, the rattle of trains from nearby Charing Cross Station: all seemed louder now. Gorodin appeared not to notice any of it as he headed straight for the red sports car and tossed the leather duffel casually on to the passenger seat.

Emma had to admire the way he treated half a million pounds in cash like a bag full of gym clothes.

The Bugatti started with a throaty, predatory roar and shot out into traffic.

‘Target is on the move,’ she said.

‘I have eyes on,’ Adam said in her earpiece.

A black BMW rolled by, and Emma caught a glimpse of Adam’s low forehead and wiry dark hair before both cars melted into the blur of city traffic and disappeared.

He would tail Gorodin across the city, although they already knew where he was heading. For the last three weeks he’d come to the bank every Wednesday with an empty bag, and walked out with it looking much heavier, before driving straight to his father’s office. Now, they had proof of what was in the bag. The next step would be finding out where that money ended up.

Emma’s phone rang, interrupting her thoughts. The number on the screen was the Agency’s emergency line.

She answered quickly. ‘Makepeace.’

‘I have a message from R. Are you in a safe place?’ It was a woman’s voice – as emotionless as a machine.

Frowning, Emma stepped out of the flow of pedestrians. ‘Yes. Continue.’

‘This is the message: “You’re off the Gorodin case. I need you elsewhere. An address will be sent. Go to it immediately.”’ The woman’s flat monotone paused. ‘The message ends. Do you need me to repeat?’

‘No. I’ve got it,’ Emma said.

The line went dead and a text appeared on her secure screen: 75 Thames Mansions, Flat 652, W6.

Emma’s heart began to race. The Gorodin project was just getting under way. If the Agency wanted her off it already, something big must have happened.

Dropping the phone into her pocket, she began to run.

Emma was part of a small intelligence unit so secret it didn’t have a name. The Agency didn’t appear on any government lists. It wasn’t in any phone book. Only a handful of very senior officials even knew it existed. The reason for the secrecy was obvious, once you understood that the Agency’s work focussed on identifying and stopping Russian spies working inside Britain.

Lately, that work had been constant. Tensions between London and Moscow were the worst anyone could remember. Everything felt dangerous – as if the world had become flammable and each nation clutched a lit match.

In that febrile atmosphere, the Agency’s work was silent. Invisible. And absolutely necessary.

At twenty-eight, Emma was the youngest intelligence officer on the team. She’d only been with the organisation three years, but after an undercover operation last autumn in which she’d single-handedly fought off a Russian assassination unit, her star was in the ascendant. She was being trusted with bigger operations. And as she parked in front of a glass-and-steel apartment building so close to the River Thames the blue-grey water reflected in its windows, she had a feeling this was going to be one of them.

There were no police cars on the street. No ambulances. Just one lone guard stood by the door and she recognised the unmarked black van used by MI5’s forensics team parked near the corner.

Other than that, there was no evidence of any activity.

Whatever had happened here, the Agency didn’t want anyone to know about it yet.

It was June, but the damp air had a chill to it, and Emma buttoned her jacket as she walked to the front door. England was never ready to accept summer until July arrived. It had to be dragged into the warmth against its will.

The Special Branch officer outside the front door gave her a doubtful look as she approached.

‘Emma Makepeace,’ she told him. ‘I’m expected.’

He scanned her fingerprint on a glossy black device and glanced at the readout before reaching into a bag at his feet and handing her a respirator mask.

‘Put this on before you go in,’ he said. ‘The lifts are safe to use.’

Emma stared at the mask, her nerves tightening as she absorbed its significance.

‘Can you tell me what happened here?’

The officer shook his head. ‘They’ll explain when you get up there.’

Going inside suddenly seemed like a terrible idea. All the same, Emma pulled the mask over her head, tightened the straps, and walked through the door.

As she stepped cautiously across the empty lobby, her breathing rasped heavy and loud through the protective webbing. The room had high ceilings, stone floors, and modern leather chairs, all of it artfully designed in muted shades. It looked expensive.

By the time she reached the lift, her heart was racing but her hand was steady as she pushed the call button.

On the sixth floor, she found more subtle decor and absolute silence. Her footsteps echoed as she walked to number 652. She hesitated for a moment, bracing herself, before opening the door and stepping inside.

The apartment was small and filled with soft, grey daylight that streamed through tall windows. The walls were white and completely bare of art. The living room was empty, aside from a sofa. There was a faint, unpleasant smell she could just make out through the protective filter. Something sweet and sickly.

‘Ah, excellent. You’ve arrived.’ Charles Ripley appeared from a hallway on the far side of the living area and removed his mask.

Tall, with greying hair, in his navy-blue suit and forgettable tie, he might have been mistaken for an estate agent. That was intentional. Looking ordinary is the best thing a spy can hope for.

Nobody knew as much about Russian spies as Ripley, and there was no one Emma trusted more. Right now, though, his craggy, angular features gave her few clues as to why she was here.

‘We’ve got a bit of a delicate situation,’ he said. ‘As you can probably tell.’

As he spoke, three forensic investigators in white moon suits emerged from a room behind him carrying equipment bags. They shuffled towards the living room, their progress blocked by Ripley.

The one in front spoke first.

‘Excuse me,’ the woman said, her Essex accent muffled through her mask.

‘Oh, I do beg your pardon.’ Ripley stepped aside.

‘No worries.’ In the living room, the woman paused to pull off her protective visor and hood. Beneath it, she was perspiring, strands of fair hair clinging to her red cheeks.

Emma knew her as Caroline Wakefield, a scientist who worked under the Home Office. Her speciality was chemical weapons.

‘We’re finished. It should be safe now but I’d wear your gear in there just in case.’ Glancing at Emma, she added enigmatically, ‘Weirdest bloody thing I’ve seen in a while. I wish you both luck getting to the bottom of it.’

With that, the forensic team lumbered to the door with a rattle of equipment cases and a swish of white fabric.

When they’d gone, Emma gave her boss a quizzical look over the top of her mask. ‘Well, are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

‘I’ll do better than tell you,’ he said, stepping back. ‘I’ll show you.’

Motioning for her to follow, he pulled his mask back on and headed down the hallway to a large bedroom. The decor here was as minimal as the living area – there was nothing but a chair, a dresser, and a double bed where the sheets were thrown back, as if someone had just leaped out of it.

The windows were wide open but the sickly-sweet smell she’d noticed in the living room was more noticeable.

Smudges of fingerprint dust stained the doors and windows. The low, five-drawer dresser had been shifted away from the wall, and it was clear some drawers had been opened. The few things on top of it – a bottle of cologne, a leather tray – had been dusted for prints.

Otherwise, the room looked perfect. Nothing was broken. Nothing was damaged or knocked around. Everything appeared almost unnaturally tidy.

The only odd thing was the suitcase on the floor. It was dark and very large – the sort you’d take on a long trip. Or a journey you weren’t planning to come home from.

The top of the case was open, and what Emma saw inside was so unexpected it took a second for her brain to grasp what she was looking at.

It was a man, naked, kneeling and bent forward. His hands lay open helplessly at his sides. His skin was as white as paper.

Ripley gestured at the corpse. ‘This is Stephen Garrick. He worked for the Neighbours.’

Emma drew in a sharp breath. ‘The Neighbours’ was Ripley’s term for MI6.

‘What the hell happened?’ she asked.

‘That is the question we need to answer.’ Ripley’s tone was flat.

Emma’s mind spun through the possibilities. Chemical weapons were suspected or Caroline wouldn’t have been there and the masks wouldn’t be necessary.

She walked carefully closer to the suitcase and circled it to get a better look. ‘Who found him like this?’

Ripley pulled a black antique cigarette case from his pocket, but didn’t open it. ‘A cleaner came in early this morning on her regular visit. Garrick wasn’t here, as far as she could tell. The suitcase was locked and sitting right where it is now. When she tried to move it out of the way, she couldn’t lift it. She phoned Stephen Garrick, but his phone was switched off. This was unusual enough that she contacted Garrick’s father. He owns the flat.’ He paused, looking at the cold, pale shoulders that tilted up out of the suitcase. ‘When the father arrived, he tried to open the suitcase, but it was locked with a padlock. In the end, he was the one who called the police. Eventually, at his insistence, they cut the lock. And found this.’

‘Jesus.’ Emma bent over to get a better look at Garrick.

‘Don’t get too close,’ Ripley cautioned, his voice sharp.

Instantly, Emma straightened and stepped back. But in that second she’d had time to see that Garrick’s face was contorted and bloated, his tongue protruding grotesquely. His arms and shoulders were as smooth and unmarked as a child’s, but his face told a different story. One of pain and fear.

She looked at her boss. ‘What did they use on him?’

‘We believe it was a nerve agent, but we haven’t identified it.’

Emma shuddered. She didn’t want to be in this room, this apartment, or this building. The use of nerve agents by Russian spies was infamous, and she knew if it was novichok that had killed Stephen Garrick, even minute traces could be enough to cause permanent damage to anyone who encountered it.

Sweat beaded her brow as she forced herself to stand still and look again at the sparsely furnished room, focusing on the details. The process steadied her breathing.

‘This all feels wrong,’ she said, slowly. ‘It’s almost theatrical. Why the suitcase? What’s the message?’

‘My thoughts precisely.’ Ripley pointed through the open door, down the hallway to the living room. ‘There’s no evidence of a break-in. The front door is the only access to the flat, and it was triple-locked.’

Emma walked to the open window and looked down, breathing in the outside air deeply. There was no balcony. The glass-and-steel wall outside was smooth and unscalable.

‘I don’t think they got in this way,’ she said, turning back around to survey the smudges of fingerprint dust. ‘Did forensics find anything?’

‘No fingerprints. No DNA,’ Ripley told her. ‘Only minute traces left of the chemical they used.’

A targeted assassination, then. Well planned and perfectly executed. But why? This sort of murder was usually saved for those the Russians believed had betrayed them. And to betray, you must first be part of something.

You have to be on the same side.

‘What did Garrick do at Six?’ she asked.

‘He was a numbers analyst.’

Emma’s eyebrows rose. Numbers analysts were low-profile civil servants – basically accountants.

‘Why would the Russians want to kill a numbers analyst?’ she asked, bewildered.

‘I think it’s obvious. Either he was taking Russian money and not giving them what he promised, or he stumbled on to something he wasn’t supposed to find.’ Ripley cast a dark glance at the suitcase on the floor and the pale body folded forward, as if in prayer. ‘There’s one thing I can say for certain. If the Russians are willing to murder a British intelligence officer in his home, then none of us is safe. Who knows what secrets he might have revealed before he died?’ He met her gaze. ‘We have to catch the people who did this. And we have to make them pay.’
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Emma Makepeace was born to be a spy. It was in her blood.

In the chaotic years after the fall of the Soviet Union, her father had been a spy for Britain, sharing information he believed might prevent a nuclear war. But he’d been found out, and Russia had no patience for traitors.

Emma had still been in the womb when her mother fled Russia, forced to leave her husband behind in order to save herself and her unborn child.

Emma had been only months old when two British intelligence officers came to their house in the south of England to tell her mother that her father had been summarily executed before he could get out of Russia.

Russia never forgives or forgets. And neither did Emma.

Her mother, in mourning and desperate for her young daughter to know her father as she had known him, taught her.

In soft, velvety Russian, she told Emma of her father’s bravery. And how much he had longed to meet her. ‘He will watch you always, whatever you do,’ she promised.

As a child, Emma hadn’t believed it was possible for her father to see her fail at algebra or do well in history, but she did believe in revenge. And she devoted her life to making the Russian government pay for breaking her mother’s heart.

She rushed through university before enlisting in the army, where she joined a military intelligence unit. There, her fluency in Russian, Polish, and German marked her out as someone with promise.

That was when Ripley had identified her as a potential agent. On the day she left the army, he offered her a job.

Over the years, her concept of revenge changed. She no longer believed the best revenge was to find the person who pulled the trigger, or even the one who had turned her father in. Instead, she took vengeance one case at a time. By making it much, much harder for Russian spies to operate in her adopted homeland.

When she left Stephen Garrick’s flat that morning, Emma drove across London to a small, secure car park a short walk from the Houses of Parliament. A shorter walk in the opposite direction took her to a long, crescent-shaped road lined with red-brick Victorian buildings. This was deep in the political heart of the city, and most of the houses were occupied by think tanks, lobbyists, and businesses connected with government. Simple door signs in brass or wood held enigmatic names that betrayed little about what might actually go on inside. One of the signs read ‘The Vernon Institute’. Emma opened the unassuming door beneath it and went inside.

The small entrance hall held nothing except a second set of doors. These were modern, and made of thick, bulletproof black glass. Emma stepped forward and stared directly into the small, electronic device mounted on the wall. After a second, a light blinked green and the doors unlocked with a clunk.

A low hum of activity greeted her as she walked in to the main office.

The room was long and narrow, leading into a corridor holding a number of smaller offices. On her left, a straight staircase with an oak banister led up to more offices.

Emma paused to drop the car keys into a box by the door where a handwritten sign pleaded: ‘Please clean vehicles before returning’.

Spotting her, Esther, who handled the Agency’s communications, pulled off her headphones. ‘Ripley says to go straight up,’ she said. Her voice was the steady monotone from the phone that morning.

‘Thanks,’ Emma said. But instead of heading up the steep stairs, she bypassed them, and turned into a small, windowless room where the walls were lined with metal shelves holding rows of electronic equipment. The air smelled strongly of fresh espresso.

‘Hi, Zach,’ she said, holding out the pen camera from the bank job that morning. ‘Got something for you.’

A skinny twenty-something with an unruly mop of dark curls glanced up from the four computer monitors arranged in front of him like a shield wall. He wore a Metallica T-shirt under his suit coat, and bright blue Converse trainers.

‘Awesome. How’d it go?’ he asked, taking the pen. The word ‘PEACE’ was tattooed across the back of his fingers.

The surveillance operation from the bank already seemed a long time ago, but Emma said only, ‘It worked like a dream.’

‘It’s a tidy little piece of kit.’ Zach unscrewed the end of the pen, extracting a microchip scarcely larger than a piece of glitter, which he dropped into a device on his desk. ‘A bit old school, but it gets the job done. Can’t ask for more than that.’

He turned the screen so she could watch as a dozen images of the young Russian materialised, stuffing cash into the leather holdall.

‘Nice,’ Zach said, scrolling through the pictures. ‘Very clear. Who should I send these to?’

‘Send them to Adam. I’m off that operation now.’

‘Oh, so they moved you to the MI6 agent?’ Zach gave her an interested look. ‘Caro from Forensics dropped off some images earlier of that suitcase set-up. That was messed up.’

Remembering the pale shoulders jutting out of the suitcase, Emma suppressed a shudder.

‘Here’s the thing I don’t understand,’ Zach continued. ‘How the hell did the killers find out he worked at Six? Those spooks are dead serious about hiding their identities.’

‘Give me a little time.’ Emma turned to the door. ‘And I’ll tell you exactly what happened.’

Ripley’s oak-panelled office held only a large desk and two leather chairs. The room held the faintly sweet haze of smoke from his Dunhill cigarettes. There was nothing on his empty desk to indicate whose office it was, or what took place there and yet, somehow, his personality was indelibly etched in every inch of it.

When Emma walked in, her boss was on the phone, and he waved her to a chair.

‘Yes,’ he was saying as she sat down. ‘Send him straight up as soon as he gets here.’

An arched window behind the imposing oak desk offered a view of tilted red Westminster rooftops and the grey-blue English sky.

As he listened to the other person on the phone, Ripley slid a file across his desk to her. The word ‘CONFIDENTIAL’ was stamped across the top.

The first page held a picture of a slim, fair-haired man with wide blue eyes who bore only a faint resemblance to the pale, tormented body she’d seen that morning. In this image, his skin was flushed with health. Straight hair the colour of straw tumbled across his smooth forehead, and a slight smile curved the corners of his lips.

Ripley put the phone down, pulled a cigarette from the slim, black case he always carried, and lit it.

He’d once told Emma where the case came from. He’d worked for MI6 in Russia in the dying days of the Cold War. Back then, many bitter ex-KGB agents had used him for revenge against their own government, giving him valuable secrets they’d protected for years.

One man in particular had surprised him by coming forward. For years, the man had been assigned to follow Ripley and find evidence that he was a spy, rather than, as his cover would have had it, a junior diplomat. Ripley had enjoyed losing him in Moscow’s notorious traffic, or dodging into dark alleyways and then emerging in the light. But on multiple occasions, he admitted, the man had outsmarted him. On one memorable day he turned up at the address where Ripley was headed to, arriving before Ripley got there, and giving him a jaunty wave when he walked up.

Ripley believed him to be a brilliant spy on the wrong side of history. It turned out the man, whom he’d never identified, agreed. One day he slipped Ripley a stack of documents which could have cost him his life. They explained precisely how his department worked. Who ran which office, where they lived, what he thought of them. It was a goldmine.

When Ripley asked him why he’d done it, the man handed him his cigarette case.

‘You’ve taken my country and my beliefs, you might as well have everything,’ he’d said with a bitter laugh.

When Ripley later opened the black case, he’d found, in addition to five Russian cigarettes, a razor blade. He still kept it there, behind his Dunhill blues.

‘Always have a weapon you can easily reach,’ he’d said, when he first showed Emma the hidden blade. ‘Someplace they’re unlikely to search.’

And as she sat in the high-backed chair, flipping through Stephen Garrick’s file, Emma could feel the short-bladed knife tucked inside her right boot. She’d only ever had to use it once, and on that night it had saved her life.

There were no more than twenty pages in the file – very thin for a background brief on an MI6 officer – but Garrick had only been with the department two years, and his role was minor. Emma flipped through the pages quickly.

‘His salary was modest,’ she noted. ‘But that was quite a posh flat. Can’t be cheap.’

‘His parents own it,’ Ripley reminded her, reaching for his lighter. ‘His father is a very wealthy man. And, unfortunately for us, he has vast political connections.’

Her brow creasing, Emma flipped back to the front page of the file again. ‘Garrick … Wait. His father is Lord Garrick?’

Ripley’s nod was tense. ‘This case is going to get far more attention than we’d like.’

Emma couldn’t argue. John Edward Garrick was a famous investor and property owner. He didn’t just invest in corporations, though, he also invested in politicians. He paid a lot to all the political parties, and in return his views were listened to.

This case was going to end up in the press, and it was going to catch fire.

Before she could say as much aloud though, someone knocked on the office door.

‘Enter,’ Ripley called in a cloud of smoke.

A portly man with thinning hair and a round, likeable face stepped inside.

‘Andrew.’ Ripley motioned him in. ‘I’m just briefing Emma on the Garrick case.’

‘Oh, excellent.’ Setting the bag down, Andrew took the chair next to Emma and ran a hand across his thinning hair with a sigh. ‘I’ve got to say I’m glad to have you on this operation, Emma. It’s an ugly one. We need our best.’

In a neat grey suit, with a laptop case slung over one shoulder, Andrew Field could have been any London office worker midway through a particularly busy day, but there was nothing ordinary about him. He was a highly trained Russia specialist at MI6, with an encyclopaedic knowledge of that country’s secret service.

‘Any news from forensics?’ Ripley enquired.

‘I’ve asked Caroline to brief us,’ Field told him. ‘She should be here shortly.’

‘Do you have any idea who was behind this?’ Emma asked.

‘Not yet,’ Field said. ‘We’re examining CCTV footage around the house now, but I don’t think we’ll find anything. If it was the GRU, they’re too professional to be caught out that way.’

Ripley exhaled a stream of smoke. ‘You haven’t found anything useful in Garrick’s emails?’

‘Stephen was a back-room investigator. As far we can tell, he never knowingly met a Russian agent. His entire team has been taken to secure locations until we get some information.’ Field paused, his eyes meeting Ripley’s. ‘I’ve had C on the phone already asking me what the hell happened, and I haven’t got an answer.’

‘C’ was the head of MI6.

‘Dammit, this is just what I was afraid of.’ Ripley’s face darkened. ‘They’ll all be in here before long. MPs. The Home Secretary. We’ll have to bar the door.’ He blew out a distracted stream of smoke. ‘Your people have checked the obvious things, I assume? New girlfriend from Russia? New mate who was terribly interested in everything in his past?’

‘We’ve been working through Stephen’s contacts all afternoon,’ Field told him. ‘He had vanishingly few close friends. No new love interests. His last relationship ended eight months ago, apparently amicably. Since then there seems to have been no one.’

‘I suppose we have to consider the possibility that he hid political beliefs from us,’ Ripley suggested. ‘He was a very bright young man. He would have been capable of deceiving our background check when he was hired.’

‘We have no doubts about his loyalty.’ Field’s demeanour didn’t change but a new edge entered his voice. ‘He was extremely well vetted. If he was a closet Russia sympathiser we’d have known.’

Ripley’s brow lowered. ‘That is not necessarily the case, Andrew.’

The air in the room seemed to cool by a few degrees. They all knew how much was at stake. If Andrew was wrong, and Garrick was a double-agent, then Andrew’s job was on the line.

Emma was almost glad when someone knocked at the door.

‘Enter.’ Ripley’s voice was as sharp as a gunshot.

The door swung open and Caroline Wakefield stepped inside. The forensic scientist’s expression was studiously blank but Emma thought she saw a warning in the depths of her blue eyes as she closed the door behind her.

‘The results are back on the chemical used to kill Stephen Garrick,’ she said. ‘It’s a bit unusual, so we ran it through twice. We’re certain it was VX.’

‘VX?’ Ripley looked stunned.

Emma’s mouth went dry.

VX. Full name: Venomous Agent X. She’d studied it during her time in Army Intelligence. It was a twentieth-century chemical weapon, developed at Porton Down during the Cold War. Absorbed through the skin or inhaled in even the tiniest quantities, it disrupted the nervous system, paralysing the muscles so the victim couldn’t so much as draw a breath. Death by asphyxiation was the inevitable, excruciating result.

It was banned by the United Nations, but that never made much difference to things as far as Emma could tell.

Ripley turned to Andrew. ‘Did we know they had stockpiles of VX?’

‘I think,’ Field said, ‘at this point, we should assume they have stockpiles of everything.’

‘There would be something elegant about using a weapon we invented, I suppose,’ Ripley observed.

‘The personal touch,’ Field agreed.

Emma barely noticed their dark humour. She kept thinking of Stephen Garrick’s face, contorted with pain until it was unrecognisable. There had been nothing elegant about it.

Field turned his attention back to Wakefield. ‘Was there anything else in the flat? Any other substances?’

‘We’re still running final tests but so far we’ve found nothing,’ Wakefield told him. ‘It looks like a clean kill.’

‘If you find anything at all, let me know immediately,’ Ripley ordered. ‘And make sure the apartment building is safe before the residents return. What have they been told, by the way?’

‘Gas leak,’ Wakefield said. ‘The usual story. So far it’s staying out of the press.’

Ripley nodded. ‘Good work, Caroline.’

When the forensic scientist had gone, Ripley and Field exchanged a glance. ‘It’s not the GRU, then,’ Field said. ‘VX is too old-fashioned for them.’

The GRU was the Russian military intelligence branch – the one responsible for most assassinations carried out abroad in the name of that country’s government.

Ripley didn’t look convinced. ‘They could have used it for deniability.’

‘Why the suitcase then?’ Beneath his thinning hair, Field’s high forehead furrowed. ‘That was designed to draw attention.’

Emma picked up Garrick’s file again. ‘Maybe we can figure out who if we understand why. The answer has to be in his work.’

‘Yes, that’s my thinking as well.’ Field turned his small piercing eyes to her. ‘The problem we have is that Stephen’s skills were quite … unique. It’s hard to explain, but I’m not sure anyone in my office truly understands his reports.’

‘His file contains the word “genius” several times,’ Emma said.

‘It’s not an exaggeration, I assure you.’ Field pulled his laptop out of the case and opened it, typing quickly. ‘This is from a report he wrote two months ago on an operative who was funnelling Russian government money from Dubai into London.’ He turned the device so Emma and Ripley could see. The page was covered in long, intricate formulas that took up every inch of space. ‘The Home Office was absolutely baffled when they saw it. Stephen had to sit down with them to explain it, but once they got it, they banned the target from the UK for life and handed the file to Interpol.’

Ripley gestured at the screen with his cigarette. ‘Who was it? Could he have found out about Garrick and taken revenge?’

‘Only if one of my people told them, and that’s impossible.’ The crisp tension returned to Field’s voice. Emma had never seen him this unsettled. He was rarely rattled.

Ripley must have noticed, too, because he quickly moved on. ‘What other cases was Garrick working on?’

‘What about this one?’ Emma held a page from Garrick’s file. ‘He was investigating the daughter of a Russian government official who was supposed to be in London working for an international charity, but Garrick traced money from her charity directly to Russian Intelligence. She was banned, too.’

Ripley made a dismissive sound. ‘We do five cases just like it every year. What else?’

‘There’s only one other,’ Emma said, turning to the last page of Garrick’s file. ‘An investigation into two Russian oligarchs. Nothing seems to have come from it. It looks like the whole thing was cancelled before it finished.’

Field grimaced. ‘It was a bit of a bastard, that one. The investigation ran for months and found nothing concrete. Then we had budget cutbacks, and it wasn’t considered a good use of funds to keep going.’ He glanced at Ripley. ‘You know how these things go.’

‘All too well,’ Ripley agreed, morosely.

Emma flipped back to the start of the file. ‘Nothing Garrick worked on seems likely to cause the Russians to take this kind of action. They’re obviously making a statement. But why?’

‘That’s the question we want you to answer,’ Ripley said. ‘Find out what we’re missing. Retrace Stephen Garrick’s last days. Did he meet someone we don’t know about? Make promises he couldn’t keep?’ He gestured at Field. ‘We’ll work with you on this. But we don’t have much time. The heat is going to come down from above, and it’s going to come down hard. Before that happens, we need to know who killed him and why. Most of all, we need to make bloody sure nobody else ends up dead.’
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Emma spent the rest of the day immersed in Stephen Garrick’s life. Andrew Field sent her a link with secure files on every case the dead man had ever worked on. In all that paperwork, she could find no evidence of where Garrick had gone wrong. He’d been meticulous. Even obsessive. She didn’t see a traitor or a fool in those pages: she saw a man in love with the truth.

By the time she finished going through the files, daylight had faded to black outside the window.

Picking up the phone on the desk she’d commandeered, she dialled three numbers.

‘Hey, it’s Emma,’ she said. ‘I need a favour. I want to look at the CCTV footage on the Garrick case. Can you find it for me?’

‘Sure, come down,’ Zach replied. ‘I’ll hook you up.’

Ten minutes later, she was in his small office, watching as he typed with dizzying speed, only glancing up at the screen occasionally.

‘I want to look outside his house first,’ Emma instructed, dragging a chair closer to his. ‘Start with the day before he died.’

He glanced at her. ‘You’re tracing all his movements?’

She nodded. ‘I’ve got to understand what he was up to. Nothing in his file gives me any indication what was really going on.’

Zach frowned at something on the black screen in front of him, muttering under his breath as he typed a machine-gun volley of clicks.

While she waited, Emma looked around the room. She’d rarely spent much time in here. Zach hadn’t been with the Agency long, and the previous tech specialist hadn’t been particularly friendly. The walls were covered in metal shelves, holding stacks of unidentifiable equipment. A short, black safe squatting in one corner was where Zach kept the technology nobody knew they had.

Emma liked him. He was only a year older than her, having been recruited by MI6 while still hacking his professor’s computers from his halls at Cambridge. He’d confided to Emma once that he hadn’t been sure he wanted to work for the government at all because he didn’t like the political party in power. But then his recruiter had described in blunt terms three recent deadly terrorism attacks prevented in London by intelligence work, and he’d changed his mind.

Zach was a caffeine addict, and even at this hour the room held the rich scent of coffee. Emma, who had been up since six that morning, felt her mouth water.

‘It smells so good in here I could drink the air,’ she said.

‘You want coffee?’ Zach gestured at a sleek black-and-silver pod coffee machine on the shelf to her left. ‘Help yourself. Be careful, though. The purple pods will blow the top of your head off.’

By the time Emma had filled a cup and sat down again, Zach’s thirty-inch monitor showed a clear image of the street in front of Stephen Garrick’s building, and he was scrolling quickly back through time. On the screen, people walked jerkily backwards, cars drove in reverse, and birds flew by tail first.

Emma lowered herself back into her chair and wheeled it closer to get a better view.

‘This is yesterday morning,’ Zach told her.

Emma took a sip of coffee, watching people going in and out of the apartment building – a woman and a man, a man alone, three men, a man in a suit, a woman in jeans, all moving quickly as the footage scrolled forward in time.

‘Actually, I’m going to make myself a coffee. Take over.’ He slid the mouse to her. As he got up he added, ‘I think I’m in the mood for purple. I can sleep when I die.’

As the coffee machine whirred back into life, Emma barely noticed. She was watching day become night, and the street in front of the Edwardian building in Hammersmith going still. There were lights on in some of the windows, and she counted up to Garrick’s sixth-floor flat. The lights went off at two in the morning. And then, thirty minutes later, switched on again.

‘Interesting.’ Zach sat down next to her, his eyes on the screen. ‘That’s his flat, isn’t it?’

Emma nodded, staring at that glowing window. Behind the curtains, someone was torturing Stephen Garrick. Spraying a nerve agent in his face, and watching him die in agony. Then stuffing his body into a suitcase, and deep cleaning the room. But why?

They scrolled back and forth in time. Just after four in the morning the lights in the flat were switched off again. Job done.

Nobody went in or out through the building’s front door at any point during those hours.

‘Creepy,’ was Zach’s assessment. He glanced at Emma. ‘You want to keep going?’

‘Yes, let’s go back a few days. Maybe we’ll catch someone running surveillance or breaking in.’

He set the film to scroll back. Night became bright afternoon and then pale morning.

Ordinary-looking people walked in and out of the Garrick’s building. Cars drove by. Delivery vans made U-turns and sped away. Taxis idled and then drove off. Boats roared by on the blue strip of the Thames on the left side of the screen.

Emma blinked hard to keep her focus, opening her eyes just as a blue Prius rolled by. The sight of it triggered something in her memory.

‘Stop!’ she ordered.

Zach paused the recording with just a corner of the car still on the screen.

‘That car.’ Emma tapped the screen. ‘I need to see the registration number.’

He scrolled back until the full number plate was visible. ‘You got something?’ he asked.

‘I’m not sure …’ Emma flipped Garrick’s file open and rifled through it until she found the description of his car. The plates matched.

‘That’s Garrick’s car,’ she told him. ‘When
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