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For Andrew, who’s been there from the very start.




Jamie

No. 3 Dock Road West, Rosyth Dockyard, Fife, Scotland

Now

He really hadn’t missed Scottish rain.

It drummed down, soaking his hair, seeping into his greatcoat. He shivered. It might be late May, but it was still dark, cold and wet.

Jamie flexed his wrists against the zip-tie cuffs, absolutely furious with himself. Had he failed?

They’d been caught leaving the target of tonight’s infiltration exercise: the hulk of HMS Repulse, a decommissioned nuclear submarine. Baker hadn’t stopped swearing under his breath since, pinned between two masked men, hands flex-cuffed behind his back. Two more held Jamie. Rain swept the dockyard in sheets, puddles glinting in the floodlights lining the long, straight dockyard road. To Jamie’s right, two Royal Navy minesweepers sat high in the water, deck guns removed, superstructures swathed in blue and orange tarpaulins.

The men tightened their grip as they approached a black, windowless van tucked in beside a stack of shipping containers.

Fuck.

A van like that meant a hunter team. He’d hoped they were dockyard security and they might talk their way out of this. But that would mean high-vis vests and surly expressions, not these lean, black-clad figures, faces covered with masks and night-vision goggles. He’d failed. On his first target. Jamie’s gut curdled with anger. At himself, at Baker, at SIS. Months of training, for nothing.

The man holding Baker’s right arm let go to open the van doors.

A tiny opportunity. But enough.

Baker bent, twisted and lashed out, ripping his elbow free of his captor’s grip and kicking the man’s knee so he slammed on to the wet concrete.

Baker was already five metres away, heading for a gap between two stacks of shipping containers.

‘Fuck,’ spat the man to Jamie’s right, drawing a pistol from a thigh holster. Muted muzzle flash lit the shipping containers. Jamie flinched at the metallic snap of the weapon.

Tony Baker collapsed forward into a puddle and gasped, the thick white zip tie on his wrists juddering with the impact.

The weapon had a suppressor, but he still hadn’t expected it, so close and so real. Another test, this time of how he’d react to violence.

He gave a low, nervous chuckle. ‘Uh, wow,’ he said.

Baker didn’t move. The rain pattered on his back.

The man with the pistol swore again, stooped to pick up the three spent casings at his feet, then turned to the others. ‘You two, get him in the other vehicle. We’ll take this one.’

Accent unplaceable. Scandinavian, maybe? Weren’t the hunter teams all meant to be British Army?

They pushed Jamie into the back of the van, into darkness. Why hadn’t Baker just kept running? There was nothing in the brief about blank rounds. Nothing about weapons full stop.

His captor shoved him down on to a low bench, then pulled the watch off Jamie’s wrist and pocketed it. Jamie opened his mouth, but the protest died in his throat.

The man was big, blocking most of the light from the dock. The sleeves of his black combat shirt were rolled back to the elbows. A tattoo covered his right forearm, a black shield, with a single white star in the corner. The man reached into his combat trousers and pulled out something loose and shapeless that hung from his left hand, the pistol in his right. Rain-washed light gleamed on the metal of the pistol as he leaned forward. Rain drummed on the roof.

Jamie gave the man a half-smile, tinged with dread. ‘This is part of the exercise, right?’

The black hood went over his head just as the doors slammed shut.
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Jamie

Sushi Joe’s Sushi Circus, Soho, London

Thursday, 10 June, 1900hrs GMT

Rain streaked the windows, smearing the lights of Soho into a kaleidoscope of reds, whites and greens.

‘Would you like one of these? There’s two.’

Jamie’s date looked up from her phone. Pale, even in the soft glow of the restaurant, with long, curling brown hair and green eyes. She gave him a smile and an apologetic squint at the plate of California rolls. Jamie smiled back. His first date since Sofia. He was going to make the best of it.

‘No, thanks. Don’t really like sesame seeds.’

She raised her phone to compose a shot of the pristine salmon maki on the plate between them.

‘So is Charlie short for Charlotte, or . . .’

‘No, just Charlie. Think my dad really wanted a boy. He’s been trying to get me along to the football for years. But it’s so boring.’ She gave him another half-smile.

Finally, some common ground. ‘Hah, yeah. Makes it awkward at parties. Other guys always start in on the football chat, and I’ve got no idea what they’re talking about.’ An awkward chuckle.

Charlie pursed her lips and took a sip of Prosecco. ‘So what’s it you do, then? Profile said something about computers.’

Jamie twisted the napkin in his lap. An instinct he’d thought dormant told him not to reveal too much. The ghost of Terence, Jamie’s one-time handler for the Legends Programme, whispered in his ear.

Operational security, my boy. No attachments. No details. We need you clean and unentangled, when it comes time to make use of your illustrious life story.

Jamie swallowed a California roll nearly whole and wiped his mouth. That was all in the past now. He was no longer living a half-life, ready to loan his identity to an SIS field agent at the drop of a hat. The bargain he’d made with the Legends Programme had been a safety net. A helping hand. In return for living a quiet, limited life real enough to create the footprint a covert agent needed. An empty glove for another man to wear. In the end, that other man had turned out to be a traitor, and it had been Jamie who’d taken the risks. He’d survived, barely, a covert mission he’d never been trained for.

But that was over. He’d said no to continuing, left the Legends Programme. He wasn’t a living placeholder for SIS. He made his own decisions, set his own goals now. His real life, his actual life, was here, now.

In Sushi Joe’s Sushi Circus. At 7 p.m. on a Thursday. With a slightly stale California roll.

He fought the rising urge to talk about Zanzibar, his brief, accidental spying career. How he’d saved lives with his actions, even if they’d been pretty stupid in the moment. But SIS would likely take a dim view of using the Bocharov op as a conversation starter over conveyor-belt sushi.

He took a too-large gulp of his beer.

‘Yeah. Computers. Warehouse systems. I sell them. It’s really quite an interesting jo—’

Charlie was already looking at her phone again. She raised both eyebrows in a parody of concern, then looked up. She drained her drink, then sighed.

‘Listen, really sorry to do this, but I’ve just had a couple of texts. Friend’s having a fight with her boyfriend. Needs moral support, y’know?’

Jamie blinked, the second California roll suspended between his chopsticks. It slipped, thumped into the plate below. Flecks of soy sauce spattered his shirt.

‘Oh, sure. Well, it was nice to meet you, Charlie. Maybe we—’

She was already halfway to the door, breezing past with a light touch to Jamie’s shoulder.

‘Yeah, babes, have a nice weekend, all right?’

Sam

Ranelli’s Wine Bar, Square Mile, London

Thursday, 10 June, 2009hrs GMT

Sam’s phone rang just before she crossed the brass-edged threshold of Ranelli’s. When she took her phone out, her mother’s contact picture filled the screen.

‘Fuck,’ she murmured. She was already half an hour late. But she’d worry if Sam didn’t pick up.

‘Hi, Mum, you okay?’

‘Of course I’m okay – why do you ask if I’m okay every time? Are you okay? Still at work, la?’

‘For once, no. Just on my way to meet a friend, actually. Cecilia? You met her at my birthday last year.’

A moment of silence. Sam stepped into the doorway and shook off her umbrella. The interior of Ranelli’s was dimly lit, but she caught sight of Cecilia’s distinctive red hair and gave her a wave. Cecilia waved back and held up a full glass of red wine. Sam pointed at her phone and grimaced.

‘Ah yes, the red-hair lady. Funny one, her. Government worker.’

‘Home Office, yes. We’ve been meaning to catch up for months. I got away early.’

‘Eight o’clock is not early, Samantha. It is good you work hard, nuòmı̌, but I worry. It is not healthy. Body needs sleep. Good food. Not these protein shakes and weightlifting.’

Sam closed her eyes and took a slow breath. Now was not the time to re-run the fight about her gym routine and marriage prospects.

‘Well, if good food is the cure, surely lunch on Sunday will be my first step on the road to recovery?’ she said.

Another moment’s silence. Sam imagined her mother smiling at the flocked wallpaper in her parents’ fourth-floor flat off Streatham High Street. When she spoke again, she couldn’t quite keep the pride out of her voice.

‘This is flattery. I know what you’re doing, Samantha.’

‘Love you, maa mi. But I really do have to go. I’m already late. I’ll see you on Sunday, okay?’

‘Of course, of course, don’t keep the nice girl waiting. Say hello for me. Love you, táo zi.’

Sam rang off, then pushed through the heavy doors. Inside, the air was dense with beer and wine and the jostle of bodies at the bar.

‘So, so sorry,’ she said as she crossed the black-and-white-tiled floor, leaving a light scatter of raindrops in her wake. ‘Bloody deadlines. And my mother says hi.’

Cecilia smiled from behind a large, half-drunk glass of red wine, then pushed a full one across the dark wood table. ‘Bless the wonderful Mrs Li, I wish her hello in return. Also, darling, remind me when you don’t have a deadline?’ An eyeroll behind large, black-framed glasses turned into another smile under red curls.

Sam grimaced and took a long slug of her wine. ‘That’s law for you. Good at your job? Here, have another five briefs.’

Cecilia winced. ‘That’s why I went in-house, darling. Relative pay for the workload, that’s the real metric. And it’s not kicking around obscure points of tax law between interchangeable chinless wonders with the same aftershave. How long now? Four years?’

Sam shook her head. She knew how long it had been to the day. ‘Five.’ Actually, closer to six, but she didn’t want to think about that. ‘I’m just . . . I’m tired. But what’s new with you? Home Office still treating you well?’

Cecilia smiled, then shook her head. ‘You’re not getting off that easily, Li. What do you want, really? I’m pretty sure it’s not the three-bed in Surrey, husband called Rupert and leased BMW you’re currently barrelling towards.’

Sam bit her lip and stared at the scored wood of the bar table. That was the thing with Cecilia. She went right for the jugular. And she was right. Sam wanted something different. She’d need to be a few glasses of wine deep before she’d say it, though.

Instead, she waved the full glass she already had. ‘Figured I’d earn enough money to have a corporate meltdown and take up artisanal cheesemaking in the Cotswolds. Run a B&B. Yoga retreats.’

Cecilia snorted. ‘Don’t avoid the question.’

Something in her friend’s eyes cut through the deflection. An expectation of truth. She put her wine glass down.

‘I’d— I’d do something that meant something. I’ve got a good brain, when I’m not cross-eyed from sleep deprivation. But I feel . . . empty. Like I’m burning time and energy I won’t get back.’

Cecilia gave a short, sharp nod. ‘There’s someone I want you to meet. South Bank, tomorrow, 7 p.m. A . . . colleague of mine.’

Sam looked up from her drink. ‘At the Home Office? I’m really not sure—’

‘Just . . . meet her? For me? For all those times you copied my jurisprudence notes? I’ll even buy dinner tonight. One thing I can promise you is that it’s a very different role. Something I think you’d thrive in. One with real . . . purpose.’

Sam smiled, the waver of uncertainty quashed by her friend’s smile. She thought about the LED strip lights of her office, where she’d normally still be. The one thing she absolutely would not find in that place was a sense of purpose. ‘Okay, I think I can do that.’

‘Excellent.’ Cecilia grinned and motioned towards the bar. ‘But before we head to our dinner reservation, I think we can squeeze in another round.’

Nicola

Room 307, Hotel Royal International, Antalya, Turkey

Thursday, 10 June, 2137hrs (GMT+3)

Nicola Ellis tapped a pen on the map. ‘Looks good. First time on a cold extract with one of our operatives?’

Outside, a moped rose in pitch as it passed. A burst of laughter floated up from the restaurant below. Nicola looked up after a beat of silence.

Alistair Lethridge, SIS field handler on Op GLIMMER, leaned back in an easy chair, a notebook on his knee. He was twenty-eight years old, dressed like every other slightly sunburned English tourist in Turkey’s biggest coastal resort town.

‘First time doing it with a Legends operative,’ he said. ‘Not the first time running an extract op.’

Nicola ignored the minor barb and traced her finger across Antalya’s old bazaar, a complex maze of twisting alleyways and steep stairways.

‘Well, this is the first outing for Operative GLIMMER. Anna Larkin, field-cleared and experienced. She’s paired with a Legend, Rosalie Cooper, a private bank relationship manager brought in to handle Zhao’s new accounts in London. The Zhao liaisons have been talking to Rosalie for months by email, but now they’re meeting Anna in person. Zhao’s core group is paranoid. No phones on the yacht. Armed bodyguards. So this extract has to be seamless.’

‘I thought these Legends spent years in role before you activated them?’ said Lethridge, squinting at the harbour, estimating distances.

‘GLIMMER is an experiment. She’s been paired with her Legend for less than two years. Early and often is the plan now.’

Lethridge looked up. ‘You think she’s up to it?’

Nicola remembered her own fluttering uncertainty when she’d floated the idea. Jeremy took some convincing. But Lethridge didn’t need to know that.

‘Anna has four years of other field ops under her belt. Plus, her Legend Rosalie already has a surprising level of access. Firms like this regularly put twenty-somethings right in the middle of sensitive engagements. Even when they’re dealing with the moneymen for the CCP.’

‘Will they have Guóānbù minders?’ Lethridge asked. ‘We could lengthen the CSR if we think that’s likely.’

Nicola tapped her pen against her lip, thinking about the few times she’d encountered China’s Ministry of State Security, which had mostly been in Africa, in dusty compounds and haunting the streets around Chinese consulates across the region. Their street teams could be effective, especially if they worked with locals. She surveyed the length of the Counter Surveillance Route marked on the map in front of her. On the short side, for most cities. But the Guóānbù would be on unfamiliar ground too.

She shrugged. ‘Possibly. But there’s plenty of corners and cut-outs in the bazaar. And GLIMMER knows her business. How many street crew do you have?’

‘Two. Locals. Are you purely observing, or can we make use of you? Chinese and Russian minders tend to underestimate women. Maybe you can make the pass?’

A brief twinge of unease. How rusty was she? ‘Best not. Your call who makes the pass. I can tail-end or front-run depending on direction. Maybe sit on the third location as back up.’

‘Got it,’ said Lethridge. ‘We’ll get my guys in here for a brief in the morning, then start the CSR tomorrow afternoon. Three hours should do it. They could have local assets of their own, but we haven’t seen that.’

Nicola flexed her hands. This wasn’t her patch, or her op, not anymore. She had to trust that Lethridge knew the country, and his job, as well as she’d known hers.

She nodded. ‘Good. Let’s keep it that way. Clean and quiet.’
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Jamie

Tacitech Plc, Old Street, London

Friday, 11 June, 0902hrs GMT

‘Morning, team, how are we all?’

A collection of groans rose from the group.

‘Excellent, excellent. You know the drill: let’s have your updates. Since it’s Friday, let’s try and get some energy, okay?’ Joseph Briarley, a man who gloried in the job title of ‘scrum master’, thanks to the company’s recent adoption of a new software development methodology, stood at the centre of a rough semicircle of Tacitech Plc’s finest, poised in expectation.

As he did most mornings, Jamie remembered a different kind of status meeting: his operational briefing in the guesthouse in Stone Town. The slow beat of the fan above the bed. The covert surveillance equipment laid out on the bed. Graeme Sylvan watching silently from his spot beside the window. Jamie’s heart thrumming as he listened to what Nicola was asking him to do. He’d never paid more attention to anything in his life. He’d been a Legend, never supposed to be anywhere near an operational mission. But circumstance and the bloody murder of his handler had put him in the operational hot seat. And he’d risen to the challenge. Every sense attuned to danger, every nerve ending firing.

By contrast, this morning’s updates went around the stand-up circle with a lethargy and predictability that felt like wading through treacle.

I’m working on a thing, but waiting for another thing. Can we confirm with the team who manages things whether the other thing will be ready before we need to do the thing?

Briarley pivoted, nodding theatrically. With each update he slapped sticky notes on to the board behind him with a little gasp of satisfaction, apparently immensely enjoying himself.

‘Aaaannnd, sales! What’s new in sales, Mr Tulloch, the man, the myth, the legend.’

Jamie’s eyes darted from one side of the circle to the other. ‘Uhh, four new leads this week. Might need new integration work on the scanning modules.’

More low groans from the techies. One of the testers blinked rapidly and sniffed.

‘Right, right, something for the prioritisation session later, Jamie, thank you. Any blockers? Any issues?’

Jamie looked down at his shoes and suppressed a sigh. ‘No, no blockers. No issues.’

Sam

South Bank Centre, London

Friday, 11 June, 1900hrs GMT

The woman waiting for her, shaded by trees outside the modernist bulk of the Royal Festival Hall, was in her early fifties. Pale skin, dark brown hair pulled back in a short ponytail. If Sam had passed her on the Underground she wouldn’t have looked twice. Senior operations manager of something or other. Dedicated career woman who also somehow found time for Pilates.

Two others shared the flat concrete bench, spaced just close enough to discourage anyone else. Mid-twenties, a man and a woman in jeans and light jackets. They had a certain watchfulness that matched the older woman’s.

‘Sam? It is Sam, correct?’ the woman said, indicating the bench beside her.

‘That’s right, unless you’re my parents.’

The day still had plenty of light in it, couples and families and gaggles of tourists strolling by the riverside. In the distance Sam heard the scrape and clatter of the skate park under Queen Elizabeth Hall.

‘You can call me Deborah, for now. Not my real name, which is an indication of who I might be.’

Sam huffed lightly in surprise. Whatever she’d expected, it hadn’t been this. She looked at the other two. ‘Should we . . .’

‘Oh, don’t worry, they’re with me.’

‘So is Cecilia . . .’

‘One of mine? Can’t confirm that. But she has a knack for talent-spotting. Her friendship with you is genuine, in case you’re worried about that.’

Sam felt herself reassured by the words, even as she picked them apart. ‘You’d tell me that even if it wasn’t true.’

Deborah’s eyes widened slightly, then she smiled. ‘Lying is part of the job. But that doesn’t mean everything is a lie.’

‘So, you’re a recruiter?’

Deborah shook her head. ‘Not usually. But I’m doing a little talent-spotting myself, for something new.’

‘So this is an interview?’

‘Not quite. Plenty of those later, if you’re interested. This is more of . . . an introduction.’

Sam turned to face Deborah. ‘I’m a corporate lawyer. I don’t really understand why you’re asking me.’

Deborah gazed out over the Thames. A tourist boat carved a lazy arc towards Festival Pier.

‘Cecilia believes you want something more. Something meaningful. So, I’m here to ask you a question, Sam. Are you prepared to serve your country?’

Nicola

Old Town Bazaar, Antalya, Turkey

Friday, 11 June, 2200hrs (GMT+3)

‘Bravo Actual, AEGIS, eyes on . . .’ said Nicola, before releasing the transmit switch and adding ‘. . . fucking finally,’ under her breath. Sun-blocking tarpaulins rippled slowly overhead, lit by lamps lining the narrow, twisting street. It gave everything a strange, subaqueous quality, light moving in slow waves with the breeze. Nicola peered past the loud party of Germans on the next table, working their way through plates of meze and bottles of Efes beer.

‘Bravo One, negative on last brush pass,’ said Kemal, one of Lethridge’s locals.

Nicola straightened her back a little. Her turn. ‘AEGIS, moving internal,’ she said, picking up her handbag. The extendable baton inside clinked against her water bottle.

Inside, her waiter bowed and pointed upstairs. ‘Bathrooms, madame? Through to the back and up the stairs. After, you wish your bill?’

‘Yes, please,’ Nicola said brightly. ‘Early night, I think.’ She let her eyes drift to the Germans, who were cheering as another waiter emerged with a fresh tray of Efes.

The man gave her a knowing smile. ‘Very wise. Please pay on your way out.’

There were a few couples at low tables lit with candles, silk flowers wreathed along polished roof beams. A bar clad in dark wood to the right. At the back, a narrow, right-angled staircase.

‘Confirmed, they’re going inside,’ said Lethridge. ‘AEGIS, you’re up.’

Upstairs, two bathroom doors stood open. She picked the left. As she closed the door, Nicola heard the distinctive cadences of Mandarin Chinese as the group climbed the stairs.

The voices faded as the group filed into one of the private dining rooms. A burst of laughter; an opening door; low, apologetic English.

‘Too much coffee. I’ll be just a moment. No, no need for an escort, they’re just here, see. Okay, great. Okay.’

Two knocks. A beat. Another knock. Pulse drumming steadily, Nicola opened it.

Operative GLIMMER slipped inside. She was in her mid-twenties, a slim, athletic blonde in a silk cocktail dress, a tiny Gucci bag dangling from one hand.

‘Exeter,’ she said softly, eyes wide, taking in Nicola with a single swift up-and-down glance. They’d never met, usually operating through cut-outs and field handlers. Like Nicola had been, once.

‘Gloucester,’ said Nicola.

GLIMMER leaned in close, voice barely a whisper. Nicola could smell coffee and whisky, mixed. ‘I got a dump from the server on the boat. Air-gapped, like we thought. Too much for a full download, but I got the plaintext.’

GLIMMER unzipped her Gucci. Two tiny USB-C sticks tumbled out into her palm.

‘Don’t think I’ll be able to do much more. They’re watching me like fucking hawks,’ she murmured.

Nicola nodded, tucking the USB sticks into her own bag. ‘Well done. Carry on to extract as planned, three days fr—’

They both froze at the sound of footsteps. Then a single, loud knock on the bathroom door.

‘Miss Cooper?’ said a deep, suspicious voice.
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Jamie

Dalling Road, Hammersmith, London

Friday, 11 June, 1903hrs GMT

Not for the first time, Jamie half wished he’d taken up smoking as a younger man. On clear, quiet nights like this, with the distant sounds of traffic and music from Goldhawk Road, he’d have given anything for something to do with his hands. As it was, he sat in the open window and fidgeted.

He’d been thinking about going out to a pub, alone, for the last hour, but instead ordered a takeaway on his phone. A Thai place he hadn’t tried before. Jamie sighed. Excitement was just absolutely coursing through every cell of his body at the prospect.

When the food came, it was lukewarm and a little bland. Jamie managed to splash sauce on his T-shirt. Bad luck with sauces and shirts recently.

He sat at the window again. The city mumbled, a constant beat of Tube trains, buses, distant sirens. Jamie wondered how many other people were sitting at their own windows across the city. Most, new to London, were probably ten or fifteen years his junior. They’d go out, make friends, find their place in this city.

Somehow that felt impossible.

For a brief moment, right after Zanzibar, he’d felt like a different person. He’d met someone at a gym he’d rashly signed up for. Sofia, thirty-two, a Londoner with a huge Italian family he’d been looking forward to meeting. They’d enjoyed a brief and intoxicating relationship as spring flowers filled the parks.

Then things foundered. The Legends Programme had left a ten-year gap in his life. No close relationships, or even friendships. A long, dull, lonely blank spot on the map of his existence. And his accidental sojourn on Zanzibar as an untrained, terrified covert operative was strictly off limits.

He left long silences where there should have been mutual trust. He began to doubt that he deserved a woman like Sofia. The relationship died an undignified death when she got a promotion requiring a year in Paris. They both realised the relationship wouldn’t survive the separation of the English Channel. There were tears, but not many.

Jamie rubbed his forehead. He had a hollowness inside that made him want to scream.

‘Christ,’ he muttered, then felt for his wallet. His fingers went to the card, as they’d done six times in the past month. The edge was curved slightly, rubbed down and stained by the leather of his wallet. He pulled it out. A single phone number, written in blue biro.

Sam

South Bank

Friday, 11 June, 1904hrs GMT

Sam was no stranger to elliptical discussions. She worked in corporate law. But eventually, at the office, it ended up written down, made clear, spelled out for the court.

Eventually she asked the only question that actually mattered.

‘What . . . would happen next?’

‘Interviews. Background checks. Your family history, with Hong Kong and the CCP links your great-grandfather had, means vetting might be a little deeper than usual.’

A ripple of disquiet. ‘I’m sorry, what?’

‘Your great-grandfather was briefly part of Mao’s CCP, before defecting to Hong Kong. Our cousins across the Thames kept an eye on him for nearly twenty years, until the handover. Nothing to indicate a change of heart, or covert motives. But it still warrants a little extra caution.’

Sam pushed down a burst of anger. At this woman and the service she represented. At her own family. At her zuyeye, who had died when she was barely six. How could that old man, in his singlet, laughing as he smoked out of the window of his thirty-second-floor apartment, have been under surveillance by MI6? What else had her parents not told her?

There were going to be some pointed questions at lunch on Sunday, that was for sure.

Deborah watched her carefully. ‘Families. Full of secrets. Yours is no exception.’

Nicola

Antalya

Friday, 11 June, 2206hrs (GMT+3)

GLIMMER froze for a heartbeat, then recovered admirably.

‘Christ, what is it? Can’t a girl piss in peace for five minutes?’ she snarled.

Mortified silence from the other side of the door, then two footsteps as the guard moved back. ‘My apologies, Miss Cooper. Just doing my job.’ Italian, judging by the accent.

Nicola got behind the door, then motioned to the toilet and the sink. She spun her hand in the air, hoping GLIMMER would understand.

Draw it out. Make it real.

GLIMMER sat down on the closed toilet, coughed, pulled off a few sheets of toilet paper, flushed them, washed and dried her hands. She gave Nicola a long, searching look.

Nicola nodded.

Go for it. Get out of here.

GLIMMER unlocked the door and went out in a rush of flying hair and loud sighs. ‘Honestly, Giovanni, I know you’ve got your orders, but it’s really quite undignified.’

‘Of course, miss, I apologise. As you say, orders.’

Nicola waited, perfectly still, barely breathing, tucked behind the open door. She wrapped her hand around the baton in her bag. Tight quarters, against trained security. Throat, if she could manage it, bridge of the nose, tips of the ears. Anything that would result in blinding pain. Her mouth filled with saliva and her stomach tightened.

Three more footsteps, then Giovanni’s bulk loomed in the bathroom doorway. He took another step forward and she saw the side of his face, reflected in a sliver of bathroom mirror. Watchful tension radiated from him.

Don’t look right. Don’t look right.

GLIMMER spoke, very close. The operative let a little of the Essex comprehensive school accent bleed through the usual City facade.

‘You gonna check the colour of my piss, Giovanni? Too late, mate, I already flushed it.’

He stiffened, then cleared his throat. ‘Of course not. Please, this way, miss. They wish to order and we’re holding things up.’

GLIMMER let out a quiet laugh, the hard edge gone as quickly as it had arrived. ‘Only teasing, Gio. Come on. I could murder some gözleme.’

Footsteps. Closing door. Silence. Then a burst of muted laughter from inside the room. Nicola let out a breath, long and slow.

Go. Go now.
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Jamie

Friday, 11 June, 1904hrs GMT

He stared at the number on the card. Nicola’s handwriting. They’d met twice since Zanzibar. The first time, she’d given him this card. The second was the funeral for Terence, Jamie’s former case officer. Jamie tried hard to remember him in his coffin, neat as a pin in a tweed suit, rather than the broken, bloodstained ragdoll he’d discovered in the bathroom at Charles de Gaulle. As the first handfuls of soil dropped into the grave, he’d locked eyes with Nicola through the thick ranks of black-clad mourners. For a denizen of the secret world, Terence had a lot of friends.

At the wake, held in a packed South London pub, they talked about her new life. She smiled as she described Rachael, their half-renovated flat, adjusting to the city, to commuting. Genuine happiness there, tempered by the certainty that her life had fundamentally changed. She shrugged.

‘I’m alive, with a couple of new holes in me. Waking up in the same bed every day is . . . well, it’s good for me. Might get the odd field trip. Keep my hand in. But I’m not a field handler anymore. Time for something new.’

When she asked him how he was doing, he’d been full of the joys of spring, talking about Sofia, how well things were going at work. She’d hugged him when he left, held him for a moment.

‘Glad you’re doing so well, mate. Just . . . try your best to forget all of this. Live the life you’ve been wanting to live. You look happy. Stay that way.’

It was amazing how much could change, in such a short time.

He turned the card over in his hands again, then read it again, the digits in Nicola’s precise, lightly rounded handwriting. He’d memorised it months ago.

‘Fuck it,’ he said, reaching for his phone.

Sam

Friday, 11 June, 1907hrs GMT

The light on the river was low and golden. A beautiful early summer’s evening. Just the kind of night she’d loved, growing up, staying out too late despite the looks she’d get from Mum.

‘I’d be giving up a lot, right? Money, for a start.’

‘The pension is good. But yes, we can’t match corporate law for salary. There are other compensations. But it’s also a government department. If you think you’d be escaping too many emails and meetings, I have bad news for you. Though our field operatives have a little leeway, in that regard.’

A surge of excitement built, coruscating across her back and shoulders. She hadn’t felt this way since . . . well, since she’d got the job she had now. But that had soured far more quickly than she’d thought possible. What on earth would she tell her parents if she left corporate law?

But something about Deborah’s quiet gravity pulled her in. She tried to remember the last time she’d felt that way. The last time she’d seen someone she really wanted to be.

‘Yes,’ she said, so softly she wasn’t sure she’d actually said it out loud.

Deborah smiled. ‘Excellent. We’ll be in touch. If you pass screening and vetting, you can expect to begin training in September. That works with your notice period, correct?’

Sam’s heart fluttered as she stood. The two minders – operatives? – were already a few paces away, heads turning to scan the crowds. What the hell was she doing?

Deborah looked out over the river. ‘It’s a lot to take in, I know. Cecilia is waiting for you nearby. You can’t ask her about her role, or who I am, so please don’t try. But you can have a glass of wine with your friend and talk about the future. Have a lovely evening, Sam.’

Deborah shook Sam’s hand, shrugged on her suit jacket, then turned away. Within a few paces, she was lost in the evening crowds.

Sam caught a movement to her right and looked up. Cecilia stood at the terrace railing, two glasses of wine on the ledge. She smiled, raised a hand and rippled her fingers in greeting.

Nicola

Friday, 11 June, 2210hrs (GMT+3)

Downstairs, two Zhao men lingered at a table by the door. She paid her bill with a tap of her card, muscles tensed against the weight of the eyes on her back.

As she turned towards the door, her bag vibrated.

Who the hell was calling her mission phone? Right in the middle of a live action?

The Zhao guards at the door eyed her, though it was unclear whether it was professional curiosity or simple leering.

She dug around in her bag. Not her mission phone. It was her London backup. She stepped out on to the winding bazaar street, putting the phone to the ear that wasn’t occupied by her covert earbud. ‘Hello?’

Silence on the line for a heartbeat. Lethridge spoke in her other ear. ‘Eyes on AEGIS, she’s external. Watch for tails.’

‘Hello?’ she said again. ‘Who is this?’

‘Nicola?’ said a soft, very Scottish voice.

Tulloch. Jamie Fucking Tulloch.

‘Jamie?’ She kept walking, turning quickly into another street, breaking line of sight with the front door of Huma.

‘Oh,’ said Jamie. ‘I’m glad, well, that you . . .’

‘What, remember you? Jamie, you’re pretty hard to forget, mate. You’ve— picked a hell of a time to phone, though.’

‘Oh, right, sorry. I won’t bother—’

‘Target external,’ said Kemal. ‘One of the guards. Big guy, dark hair. Looking down the street.’

‘Bollocks,’ Nicola muttered, turning another corner. She considered hanging up, asking Jamie to call back in a day or two. But something in his voice snagged her field-handler instincts.

‘. . . uh, yeah. I really don’t want to bother you, sounds li—’

‘Jamie, shut the fuck up,’ said Nicola. ‘You wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t important. Tell me. Use short words.’

She turned another corner. Kemal spoke again, voice whispering in her earbud. ‘Target is on his radio. Nobody else external yet.’

Her mouth had gone from watering in anticipation of a fight to dry as dust. She never used to get this way on an op. She was rusty. Fearful.

Jamie spoke again, so quietly she had to strain to hear him. ‘I think— I think I want to come back. Not as a Legend, though. I think I want to do what you do. What you did, on Zanzibar, I mean.’

Nicola smiled. ‘Gets under your skin, right?’ she said, turning another corner.

‘Aye. So . . . what do I do? Now?’

Nicola stopped a moment, pretending to consider a window display of leather-bound journals. She watched the reflections. Nobody behind her.

‘Core Ops training. What you did on Zanzibar was impressive for an untrained civilian, but it won’t . . . it won’t count for anything. You’d be just another trainee. Older than most. It’d be hard. Hardest thing you’ve ever done.’

‘I think I’m ready for that.’

Nicola resumed walking. ‘When I’m back in London, I can speak to some people. I can’t promise anything. I’ll need to keep my distance. You’ll succeed or fail on your own merits.’

‘That’s— that’s what I want. Thank you, Nicola. Really. I’m glad you picked up. Not sure I could have plucked up the courage to do this twice.’

She smiled. ‘Speak soon, mate. I’ll be in touch.’ She rang off.

Lethridge’s voice was crackly and indistinct. ‘All callsigns, break contact. CSR Two, then RV at Location Gamma.’

‘Roger that, AEGIS out,’ said Nicola softly, before picking up her pace. She shook her head in the darkness. This was the second time Jamie had surprised her, mid-op, in a dark alley, in a foreign city. At least this time he was where he was supposed to be, in London, rather than showing up as a terrified civilian in the middle of a live op.

Not for long, though, if he passed screening.

Jamie Tulloch as a trained operative. Now that was an interesting idea. She grinned to herself as she turned away from the harbour and disappeared into the darkness.
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Jamie

SIS Human Resources Annex, Harleyford Road, London

Two weeks later

There was nothing to distinguish the building from those around it. The same three-storeys-and-a-basement as its neighbours. The same unrendered, yellowish London brick, sash windows and heavy black wooden door, dusted grey by traffic and rain. The only unusual thing was a tiny, highly polished brass plaque by the buzzer that read ‘Cornwell Associates LLP’.

A little touch of humour, perhaps, from a different time. Since Zanzibar, Jamie had read enough of the classics of the genre, looking for a small taste of that life-changing buzz, that he did at least get the joke. He imagined someone guffawing as they sent the order to the engraver. Jolly good show.

He looked down at his suit. A little rumpled, and likely from the wrong tailor. But surely the era of ‘our kind of people’ was over at SIS. Precisely calibrated social judgement based on your cufflinks and the richness of the cotton in your French cuff was something he’d left behind at Cambridge.

‘CornwellSociatescanIhelpyou?’ said a crackling voice.

‘Uh, Richard Grace? I have an appointment?’ said Jamie, a frisson of excitement at using a real cover name warring with the fear that they’d simply refuse to let him in.

The door buzzed and he pushed inside.

A tiled hallway, thinly carpeted wooden staircase on the right and an open door set into the green-painted wall on the left. A middle-aged white woman with strikingly grey hair popped her head out of the doorway and looked him up and down. She gave him a brief, impersonal smile.

‘Mr Grace? First floor, Room C. Your contact will be with you shortly.’ She looked down at a tablet in the crook of her arm. ‘You’re with Mr Lewis.’

Jamie nodded and returned the smile, then climbed the stairs, a flush of sweat starting instantly at his hairline and collar. It happened every time he came into a building. Something to do with the change in temperature. But also good old-fashioned nerves.

At the top, he found a bathroom on the left and a row of four anonymous doors to the right, helpfully labelled A to D in large black letters. Jamie stepped into the bathroom, dabbed off the sweat, washed his hands and dried them carefully, then stared at himself in the mirror for a moment. Shadows under the eyes from lack of sleep. Pale, and still a little sweaty.

‘You beat a bunch of Russian mercenaries, you eejit, you can handle one HR guy in a stuffy wee room,’ he murmured, then ran a hand through his hair and straightened his jacket.

As he walked the few steps to Room C, he heard low murmurs from behind the door of Room A. It opened and a tall, thin white man stepped out, perhaps in his late forties, wearing a sport coat and blue shirt. Tablet in hand, he gave Jamie the same up-down appraising look as the woman downstairs.

‘Grace, is it?’ he said. No smile, not even a perfunctory one. Eyes the colour of a cloudy day.

‘Yes, sir,’ said Jamie, back straightening.

‘Very well. I’m Mr Lewis. We’re in C.’

He ushered Jamie through the door to a low, bare table with an office chair either side. Lewis sat down with his back to the sash window and poured two cups of water as Jamie sat down and blinked at the brightness. Lewis shrugged off his sport coat.

‘Right, well, we can dispense with the workname now that you’re safely in the building, though if successful you’ll be using it for the remainder of your training, with issued ID. The purpose of this interview is two-fold. Firstly, I’m from the main building, seconded here specifically for final review of field-officer candidates. Myself and my colleagues make the final decisions. It’s one thing to have the prerequisites, it’s another to actually do the job.’

Jamie nodded, throat dry. This felt like a build-up to something he wasn’t going to like.

‘And secondly, there’s the matter of your previous contacts with SIS and your pre-existing relationships with serving SIS officers.’

‘What would you like to know?’ said Jamie, reaching out to take his glass of water. It didn’t do much for the dryness.

A glint of what might have been amusement in the other man’s eye. ‘Oh, I don’t need to know anything, Tulloch. I have your entire case file here. Everything you . . . did.’

Jamie took another sip of water. ‘So you know about the Legends Programme? What my role was supposed to be?’

Lewis smiled for the first time. ‘I’ve encountered the operatives before, but never one of the . . . data producers. Your role was purely to live your life, then step out of it. When you found your handler dead, why didn’t you run?’

Jamie’s mind flashed on that tiny, blood-smeared bathroom. On Terence’s corpse, jammed between the toilet and the wall, throat cut. Slashed, they’d learned much later, by the man who was supposed to slip into Jamie’s life, who he’d only ever known as Operative GARNET.

‘I was stuck in an airport with a corpse. In a foreign country. With no contacts and very little training. I felt I had to warn someone. And I knew SIS would have assets in Tanzania.’

Lewis nodded, scrolled through his tablet with a flick of the finger. ‘Yes, Nicola Ellis. Never met her, but I’m aware of her rep. Said you had the “guts and the instincts” to do this job. Do you agree with her?’

Would this man be looking for typically British self-deprecation? Confidence? A mixture of the two? He decided to fall back, as he had many times before, on Scottish bluntness.

‘I trusted Nicola with my life on Zanzibar. So I’d trust her judgement of my character, aye.’

Lewis leaned back in his chair, angling himself slightly away from Jamie. Light reflecting from a low block of offices one street over lit the planes of his narrow, fine-boned face. ‘You then performed the role, with some missteps, of a covert agent. Worked within the inner circle of Arkady Bocharov, Russian mercenary leader and oligarch, in Dar es Salaam, Stone Town and his private compound on Zanzibar. Fed a steady stream of data, documents and observations to Ellis and managed to avoid getting killed or found out.’

Jamie swallowed again, then nodded. ‘I’m a fast learner.’

‘Clearly. Though you were caught and interrogated by Bocharov’s head of security. You told the debriefers that you had reason to suspect something was going on, elsewhere in the compound. But I think you’d tasted the adrenaline of the job and took a foolhardy risk. What do you say to that?’

Jamie had sat in many corporate interviews in his life. Carefully calibrated call-and-response. Tell me about a time when you solved a problem, when you had to deal with a difficult subject, when you had to manage an unexpected change in objectives. Rote answers to rote questions, to ensure you’d toe the line and fit neatly into the hierarchy. But never honesty. Never actual motives. He sensed the truth was what Lewis wanted.

‘Aye,’ he said softly, then a little louder, ‘Aye, that’s right. It was a buzz. When I planted the bug in Bocharov’s office and got away with it, when I figured out that there was something being shipped to the compound, something important, I was proud of what I’d done. I wanted to do more, make it worth me being there. Worth Terence dying. And yes, I wanted more. I still do. But . . .’

Lewis narrowed his eyes. ‘But?’

‘But I didn’t do the groundwork, assess the risks. Didn’t have the training for it.’

Lewis shrugged. ‘Training is important, but this job is mostly instinct. And in this case, your instincts were wrong.’ He laid the tablet on the table.

‘They were moving salvaged American nuclear material into that compound, in preparation for a dirty bomb and a coup attempt in Moscow. I knew it was important, and I was right. My instincts were right. The flaw was in my execution. That can be trained.’

Lewis raised his grey eyes and fastened them on Jamie. ‘You then played a part in an ad hoc helicopter assault by US special forces, supporting SIS, CIA and Tanzanian field officers on the ground, to recover said nuclear material. What, precisely, made you volunteer for that?’

Jamie found himself grinning. ‘In for a penny, in for a pound, I suppose. Also, the Russians had locked the material in a transit cage thumbprinted to me and Nicola, so I kind of needed to be there. Long story,’ he said, remembering the slack, lifeless bodies of the mercenaries whose thumbprints had previously secured the warhead case. ‘I doubted my decision a few times. Things got pretty hectic.’

Another glint of amusement. ‘I’ll say. You then ignored orders to stay out of the way of operational forces and got into a fistfight with your Legends opposite number, GARNET. And in doing so caused your handler, Ellis, to get shot. Was it bad instincts or lack of training that made you think you were the hero of some low-budget thriller?’

Jamie’s neck bristled, but he’d been the target of vicious baiting before, at university, in boardrooms. Anything to get a rise out of you, to make you lose your composure.

‘I saw the man who’d betrayed me and everyone in the Legends Programme. Busy loading nuclear material into a helicopter, I might add. I was closest, and there wasn’t much time. And I’m sorry Nicola got hurt, more than I can tell you. I thought we’d lost her for a while. But it was GARNET holding the weapon, not me.’

Lewis allowed Jamie a small nod for that point. ‘Then back to civvie street, after an extensive debriefing. The world of software sales not carrying the same spark it once did?’

Jamie shook his head. Here, at least, was something he knew how to answer immediately. ‘It never exactly fired me up, even though I was good at it. But I always had the Legends Programme, there in the background. Gave everything a . . . I don’t know, a purpose.’

‘Why didn’t you continue, then? You were given the option.’

Jamie shook his head. ‘It’d be a bit like wanting to be an actor but settling for, I don’t know, becoming a stage manager instead. But I got that decision wrong. I want to be inside now. But properly this time. Doing the work itself, not just setting the stage.’

A slight smile tugged at the corner of Lewis’s mouth.

‘Well, Mr Tulloch. In the old days I’d have had a manila folder and a thick bundle of paper, plus a nice satisfying stamp that went ker-chunk. But I have to settle for this.’

He reached forward and tapped a button underneath Jamie’s photograph, then applied his thumb to the reader at the bottom of the tablet’s screen. A green tick appeared at the bottom right.

‘See, nowhere near as satisfying. Still. It’s official. Welcome to SIS Core Operative training.’




6

Grön

Heathrow Airport, Terminal 3

August

‘Purpose of your visit, Mr . . . uh, Larsson?’

Erik Grön raised one side of his mouth. ‘I play a little golf. First meeting a friend in London.’

The border guard glanced at his ticket, looking for a luggage label. ‘No clubs?’

‘I prefer to use what I can find locally,’ he said. ‘Travel light.’

Grön looked for tightening around the eyes, or a slight downturn of the mouth, indicating something unusual on the man’s screen. But it seemed FREYA had done a good job with the documents. The guard closed the passport and handed it back.

‘Hope the weather cooperates, sir. Enjoy.’

He went straight past the long ranks of baggage carousels under low, LED-lit ceilings, past the queues for the bathrooms, then an empty Customs desk. Finally, the glass-walled Arrivals lounge.

In the men’s bathroom, groundside, above a cracked polystyrene roof tile, his package waited. A padded envelope, sealed with tape.

Inside was a new set of ID, a phone and a weapon. A Beretta APX Compact. Good. Just as requested. He pulled the passport, phone and pistol from the envelope, then checked the chamber. No holster, but it was small enough for an inside pocket, at least for now.

He came out of the cubicle with the empty envelope in his hand. At the line of sinks opposite, under stark white LEDs, a young Asian man was washing his hands, dressed in an unflattering polyester uniform. His green, flat-brimmed baseball cap bore the logo of a contract cleaning company. Grön took the man in with a glance. He’d worn such uniforms himself. They were effective. Made you invisible, to most people. But the man did not move like an operator. He was what he seemed to be.

‘Can I take that for you, sir?’ the cleaner said, turning from the sink, nodding towards his cart and the clear rubbish bag suspended at one end. ‘If you’re finished with it?’

Grön looked down at the envelope in his hands. Fingerprints. A link back to him. Back to FREYA. Courses of action unfurled. He saw the young man’s head smashed against the sink behind him, the crack of his vertebrae, a palm strike to the base of throat. Perhaps the Beretta coming into play, if his intuition about the cleaner’s true status turned out to be incorrect.

Unnecessary. This was simply a faster way to dispose of the envelope. The risk was minimal.

‘Thank you,’ said Grön. ‘That’s very kind.’

The cleaner took the envelope and dropped it into the rubbish bag, his smile a little uncertain. Grön washed his hands, watching the cleaner mopping out the cubicles in the mirror, then shouldered his bag and headed back out to the concourse.

Before he took the Piccadilly Line into the city, he stopped by the taxi rank outside. The phone was a Nokia 110, a cheap workhorse, perfect for single-use burners. He called the only stored number.

‘Report,’ said the voice at the other end.

FREYA.

Grön, finally, smiled. ‘Active.’

The line went dead.
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Jamie

Smedley’s Convenience Store, Woodheath, East Hertfordshire

August

Making Jamie Tulloch disappear had been a fair challenge for the white-hat hackers of the Service. Gently scrubbing new graduates before they attended the Woodheath training school was one thing. Jamie, even with the decade-plus of relative silence as a Legend, had a bigger footprint. The fallout from the Bocharov operation, though D-noticed and backwashed to within an inch of its life, had still sent particles of electronic silt into the more paranoid corners of the internet.

There were tools available. Broad-spectrum GDPR ‘right to forget’ requests that happened to include Jamie’s name. Quiet deletion orders for old news stories about unusual arrests on Zanzibar. And when all else failed, extremely targeted cyberattacks.

However, his main cover was the driving licence currently in the hands of Isobel Smedley, proprietor. She was in her mid-fifties, peering over half-moon glasses on a chain.

‘Richard . . . Grace. That’s a nice name, love. Goodness, you don’t look your age.’

Jamie glanced down at the bottle of whisky on the counter between them. His first task. Use the newly issued ID to buy something. Don’t ring any alarm bells. A bottle of an affordable blended whisky was a safe bet.

‘Clean living, I suppose. I’ll take it as a compliment.’

‘Oh, definitely.’ Isobel tittered and handed the driving licence back to Jamie.

‘What do I owe you?’

‘£12.99, love. I like your accent. Scottish?’

Jamie nodded and handed over fifteen pounds in cash. ‘Not been back for a long time, though.’

‘Oh?’ said Smedley, ringing up his change, curiosity in her eyes. He slipped out from under it with a shrug.

‘Not much reason to go back, you know.’

Isobel Smedley gave him a slow nod. ‘Hope you have a nice day, love.’

The village had a single street, with a couple of offshoot spurs for larger houses. A post office next door to Smedley’s was open every other Tuesday. A single red telephone box was now a tiny library, packed with airport thrillers and cookery books. Every few yards, a sturdy oak tree spread its branches, shading the pavement. In the distance, a single blue car was parked up, windscreen silvered by sunlight.

Not a soul about. Just Jamie, backpack at his feet, whisky hastily tucked into the top pocket. He stood in the shade, tapping the fingers of each hand against the thumb, one after the other, over and over, sublimating the itch to reach for his phone. It was gone, sold to a shop on Tottenham Court Road the day before, SIM cut in half, memory wiped. The flat in Hammersmith was empty, ready for another tenant. Everything he owned was either in a lock-up in the name of Richard Grace, or the bag at his feet.

He’d never felt so free, or so worried, in his entire life.

He heard the Land Rover before he saw it, a battered black-painted Defender with a cracked side window.

The driver was a thin white man in his forties, dressed in a nondescript black jacket, thin grey hair trimmed short.

‘Robert?’ he said, winding down the window as he drew to a stop.

‘That’s me,’ said Jamie, giving the man a smile. The driver didn’t return it.

‘Hop in,’ he said, accent Northern. Cumbria, perhaps? ‘One more pick-up to make.’

Jamie climbed into the passenger seat, backpack between his knees. They headed towards the edge of the village, where the buildings petered out into rough-edged fields and low, wind-wracked strips of woodland.

A rusting pole marked the village bus stop, where Jamie had arrived half an hour before.

‘If I’d known you were coming here anyway, I wouldn’t have walked into the village,’ said Jamie, giving the driver another nervous half-smile. The man looked at him with colourless eyes.

‘In your shoes, I wouldn’t have carried out my first assigned task in the most heavily surveilled village in rural England,’ said the man, without returning the smile. ‘Hope the whisky’s decent, at least.’

A sort of strangled half-chuckle tried to leave Jamie’s throat. The driver turned off the engine. It ticked as it cooled.

‘Do you work . . . where we’re going?’ said Jamie.

The man fixed him with a stare that could have melted steel beams. ‘My name’s Lambert. You’ll be seeing plenty of me, don’t you worry.’

After a few interminable minutes, a local single-decker bus shuddered to a halt
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