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PROLOGUE
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The flat smelled of coffee and last night's rain.

Miller stood at the kitchen window in his socks, watching a pigeon — not Harold, Harold had a bent primary feather and a swagger — working the gutter below with the focused determination of a man who knew exactly what he wanted and had no intention of being talked out of it. Miller respected that. He poured a second cup, added no milk because he'd run out and couldn't be bothered to care, and leaned against the counter.

Three months since Brussels. Three months since Michelle had left the flat at half past six on a Tuesday morning with her bag over one shoulder and a look that said she had things to do and would not be explaining them. She hadn't. He hadn't asked. That was either the foundation of something solid or the precise definition of two people who had no business being in each other's lives. Miller had decided not to think about it and had been failing at that consistently since October.

The phone on the counter — the clean one, the one Sir Harold used — buzzed once.

Come in. Tomorrow. Ten o'clock. Wear something that fits.

Miller looked at the message for a moment. Then he looked at the pigeon. Then he finished his coffee.

Something that fits. That was new.

—-
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CHAPTER ONE: HOW FIT DO YOU FEEL?
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The Whitehall office was on the third floor and smelled of carpet cleaner and consequence. Sir Harold was already behind his desk when Miller arrived, jacket on, posture immaculate, a folder closed in front of him that he made no move to open. He looked Miller up and down with the particular expression of a man whose tailor would have wept.

"You look well," Sir Harold said.

"You look like you're about to ask me something I won't like."

"Sit down, Thomas."

Miller sat. The chair across the desk was leather, good leather, the kind that had been chosen to make visitors feel slightly inferior without being able to articulate why. Miller found he could articulate it fine. He sat in it like he sat in pub chairs, which was to say without ceremony.

Sir Harold folded his hands on the desk. "How fit do you feel?"

"Physically?"

"Physically, mentally. In general."

"I ran six miles this morning. I sleep well. I've been doing the kind of cooking that requires actual attention. I read. I don't drink too much." Miller paused. "Why?"

"Because the next assignment is going to be gruelling." Sir Harold said it the way other men might say the weather's turning. A simple statement of condition. "It will require you to be at your best physically and psychologically. It will also require something more specific."

"Go on."

Sir Harold opened the folder. He turned it around and slid it across the desk. Miller looked at it without touching it. Photographs. Hereford. Aerial views, ground-level shots, interior images that suggested someone had been inside with a decent camera and the patience to use it well.

"The SAS barracks," Miller said.

"Your old home."

"You're sending me back."

"Not to prison," Sir Harold said. "Something rather more complicated."

Miller looked up. "How complicated?"

"There is a rogue element operating within the regiment." Sir Harold's voice was measured, careful, each word placed like a man crossing ice. "A Major and a number of his men have taken it upon themselves to administer what they consider justice. Outside any chain of command. Outside any legal framework. They are, in their own estimation, fixing problems."

"Whose problems?"

"That is precisely what we need to know." Sir Harold leaned back slightly. "What we do know is that three men are dead who should not be dead. Two of them were targets that could be argued — loosely, with considerable charitable interpretation — to have had it coming. The third was a journalist who had begun asking questions about the first two."

Miller was quiet for a moment. "A journalist."

"Yes."

"They killed a journalist."

"They killed a journalist," Sir Harold confirmed. "Which suggests that whatever they believe they are doing, the parameters have expanded considerably beyond the original premise."

Miller looked at the photographs again. The barracks. The square. The lines of accommodation blocks that he knew by smell, by sound, by the particular quality of silence at three in the morning when the base was asleep and the only noise was wind off the Welsh hills.

"You want me to go back in," Miller said.

"I want you to rejoin the regiment at your former rank. We will construct a cover story that explains your absence and your reappearance. You will embed yourself with the group, identify its membership, understand its mandate, and determine the full scope of what they have done and what they intend."

"And then?"

Sir Harold met his eyes. "If necessary, you will eliminate the problem with violent aggression."

Miller said nothing for a moment. Then: "That's a very elegant way of putting it."

"I have had years of practice."

"What's the cover story?"

Sir Harold allowed a small, precise smile. "The manslaughter charge. The prison sentence. All of it."

Miller stared at him. "All of it was a front?"

"As far as anyone in that barracks will be told — yes. You were under deep cover in Iran for thirty-one months, identifying targeting coordinates for a future American strike package. The prison cover gave you a reason to disappear from your normal life without raising questions. You have now been brought in from the cold."

Miller sat with that for a long moment. "That's actually quite good."

"Thank you."

"I'm not complimenting you. I'm just noting it's operationally sound." He picked up one of the photographs. "Who's the Major?"

"Major Robert Calloway. Fourteen years in the regiment. Two tours Afghanistan, one Iraq, one Mali. Decorated twice. Respected, feared in the right ways, and by all visible measures an exemplary officer." Sir Harold paused. "Which makes him considerably more dangerous than an obvious villain."

"They always are," Miller said. He put the photograph down. "When do I go in?"

"Monday."

"It's Thursday."

"Yes. You have the weekend to prepare yourself mentally for becoming someone you used to be." Sir Harold closed the folder. "There will be no oversight on this operation, Thomas. No committee, no review board, no paper trail beyond what is in my personal files. If something goes wrong, you were never instructed to be there."

"Same as always, then."

"Not quite," Sir Harold said. "This time the enemy wears the same uniform you once wore. That requires a particular kind of discipline."

Miller stood. He picked up his jacket from the back of the chair. "You said if necessary, eliminate with violent aggression. Who decides what's necessary?"

Sir Harold looked at him steadily. "You do."

Miller nodded once. "Right then."

He left Sir Harold sitting in his leather chair with his closed folder and his careful expression, and took the stairs because the lift was too slow and he needed to think.

—-
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CHAPTER TWO: GHOST STORY
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The cover story was elegant because it was almost entirely unprovable.

Iran, deep cover, thirty-one months. Coordinating with American intelligence on targeting packages for a future strike scenario that existed in classified documents that no one below a very specific security clearance would ever read. The manslaughter conviction was a constructed legend — Miller had been inserted into the prison population for six weeks, long enough to establish a record and a presence, then quietly extracted and moved into a safe facility while his legend bedded in. He had then been operationally active in Tehran under a commercial cover.

None of it was true. All of it was documented.

Miller spent Friday reading the briefing materials in the Kilburn flat. He read them carefully, the way he'd been trained, not to memorise but to absorb — to let the story become instinct so that when someone tested it, the resistance would come from somewhere below conscious thought. By Saturday evening he could have told the story in his sleep, which he almost did, waking at two in the morning from a dream in which he was explaining his cover to a man in a prison cell who turned out to be himself.

He ran eight miles on Sunday morning. He cooked a proper breakfast — eggs, bacon, sourdough he'd made himself on Friday, coffee that was too strong and right for that reason. He sat at the kitchen table and thought about Hereford.

He'd loved it, once. Not in a way he'd ever
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