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ONE

Prague, 2005

It was no easy task to identify a spy and make that person betray their country. But that was what the Russian man was here to do.

Wearing a black tuxedo, he entered the InterContinental hotel’s Congress Hall and fixed a grin on his face so that he looked like every other insincere diplomat who was attending the American embassy’s cocktail party. There were hundreds of them, men and women, beautiful, plain, and ugly, from at least forty different countries. The less experienced of them were huddled awkwardly in small protective groups, pouring champagne down their throats to ease the pain of being here.

The Russian wasn’t interested in them.

Instead he was here because he wanted to watch the people whom he termed “the predators”: the seasoned, clever, heads-crammed-full-of- juicy-secrets diplomats who glided through events like these, moving from one person to another, offering brief, charming, inane comments, touching arms as if the act conveyed profound meaning, before floating effortlessly to the next person. Diplomats called it “working the room,” but the Russian understood that wasn’t what they were doing. They were controlling the room and everything within it, watching for a moment when they could snatch a vital piece of information from someone weaker than themselves, or choosing the right moment to speak a few carefully chosen words and manipulate vulnerable minds.

The Russian knew the predators, and some of them thought they knew him—Radimir Kirsanov, a forty-something, low-level diplomat who was on a short-term posting to the Russian embassy in the Czech Republic. The women in the room liked Radimir because he had cute dimples, sky-blue eyes, blond-and-silver hair that was styled in the cut of a 1960s movie star, and the physique of a tennis player—the kind of shape that was not particularly good or bad in the naked flesh, but that wore a suit with rapierlike panache. Plus, they thought his dim mind made their superior intellects shine. The men, on the other hand, briefly glanced at him with disdain, as if he were a brainless male model.

Radimir grabbed a glass of champagne from one of the dozens of black-and-white-uniformed waiters who were navigating their way across the vast room, dodging diplomats, and skirting around tables covered in immaculate starched white cloths kept firmly in place by heavy candelabra and artificial-flower arrangements. The Russian held the glass in front of his chest, with no intention of drinking from it, moved past a bored-looking string quartet, and walked into the party. All around him was the sound of laughter, manifold languages, and women brushing against men who were not their partners.

Radimir made sure he didn’t glide with the confidence and precision of a predator. He wasn’t supposed to have the skills to do that. Instead, he meandered his way across the room, smiling to show off his dimples. He stood in the corner, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, sometimes smoothing a hand against his suit, as if he were fidgeting because he was ill at ease and had sweaty palms.

For a while, people noticed him. Beautiful people get that kind of attention. But as with gorgeous art, there’s a limited period of time one can stare at a good-looking person before it becomes boring. After thirty minutes, he was sure he was invisible.

He moved to another part of the room, not too far, just a few yards to the next table, where he could pick at some canapés and fiddle with part of the flower display. He kept his gaze low, as if to avoid the embarrassment of having to talk to someone cleverer than him. Thankfully, the demigods around him knew that Radimir was aware of his limitations, so they left him alone. It was the only good thing they did for him.

Holding his champagne glass with two hands so that he looked like an amateur at this type of event, he walked to another table, then another, then several more. Forty minutes later he returned to his starting point in the corner of the room. Poor Radimir, he imagined the pros would think if any of them had seen his awkward and pointless amble around the room, though he doubted any of them had noticed. The predators were moving up a gear, pouncing on late and desirable new arrivals, placing firm arms around them and guiding them to people they didn’t know but just had to meet, cracking jokes, whispering in ears, kissing cheeks, flattering, nodding with sage expressions, and all the time acting to hide their agenda: pure lust for information.

The Russian placed his full glass on a table, leaned back against the wall, folded his arms, and smiled his very best pretty and dumb smile. He’d practiced the expression many times in front of mirrors and he was convinced he’d perfected the look. It was an expression that he hoped said, I’m resigned to the fact that my looks are all I have.

It kept people away. Even the ones who were as dim-witted as he was, because no one wants to stand next to a man who’s as stupid as they are but four times more attractive.

Radimir momentarily closed his eyes.

When he opened them, he was the cleverest person in the room.

A man who was not called Radimir.

Instead, someone who was known to a limited number of people as Gregori Shonin, an SVR intelligence officer. And a predator with skills that were way beyond those of the other predators around him.

There was a third side to the Russian, one that did not carry the false names of Radimir or Gregori, one that was the truth, but right now that was buried so deep inside him that he gave it little thought. This evening, being Gregori undercover as Radimir was sufficient for what he hoped to achieve.

Gregori’s huge intellect was processing a vast amount of data, all gleaned from his forty-minute walk through the room. Hundreds of voices and sentences, many of them in English, some in other languages he understood fluently, only a few in tongues he didn’t understand or care about. He spent several minutes doing nothing more than deliberately forgetting most of what he’d heard. Ejecting the crap, was how he liked to term the cognitive process. It was an arduous task, but necessary, because at the end of it he would picture himself standing in this huge room, not with hundreds of diplomats from all around the world, but instead with one or two officials who worked for countries he loathed and who’d said or done something interesting.

Something that suggested they had the potential to spy on his behalf.

He continued the process of ejecting. Introductions, pleasantries, small talk, lots of “How long have you been posted here?,” several people lying about how beautiful the American hostess looked tonight, a few jaded comments about last week’s G7 summit, bad humor, and a fairly amusing anecdote from an Italian diplomat about her experience at a Mongolian tribal feast. All crap.

Gregori stared ahead. The room was still buzzing at full capacity, but in his mind he imagined that only one American couple was in the place. Both were predators. They were standing still, frozen in Gregori’s radar as he walked around them, staring at their faces from different angles as he sought a glance into their eyes and their very souls.

The husband was an experienced CIA officer who’d previously been posted to the Agency’s stations in London, Abu Dhabi, and Pretoria. He’d been in Prague for two and a half years and was due to return to Langley in six months. He was thirty-seven years old, no doubt smart and capable, and had met his wife while both were studying at Harvard. She too could have gone on to have an excellent job in government, though early on they had decided that the overseas life of an Agency spouse would preclude her having a career. So, she’d agreed to be the good wife, accompany him on his overseas postings, and support him in every way, and in return he could give her a couple of kids. But so far they’d been unsuccessful in having children.

Gregori was interested in them for two reasons. One was a hushed and angry comment made by the husband to his wife.

“Are you sure that’s where you were this afternoon?”

The other reason was perfume.

The wife loved Dolce & Gabbana perfume, so much so that she would never step outside of her home without applying too much of it to her throat and wrists. At events like these, one didn’t have to stand too close to her to smell the unmistakable rich scent on her skin. But tonight was different, because she wore no such scent. Where had she been this afternoon? Gregori thought through the possibilities. A place she’d gone to clutching the ball gown she’d collected from the dry cleaners. A venue where she could get dressed in comfort, fix her hair, and put on makeup that she’d brought along in her handbag. Some location that didn’t allow her time to rush home before meeting her husband at the party. And she would have desperately wanted to go home when she realized she’d forgotten to pack her beloved perfume.

Where was that place? Like all top spies, Gregori used his instincts and imagination to fill in the gaps. Of course, that place was another man’s home. The woman had been unfaithful to her husband. She’d dressed for the party after she’d made love.

Gregori smiled.

Her infidelity could give him leverage over her husband.

Perhaps it would make her husband betray the United States.






TWO

Norway, Present Day

Will Cochrane crouched on the frozen ground, removed his gloves, and withdrew two metal tubes from his rucksack. Each tube was two and a half feet long, ten centimeters in diameter, and branded with the name of the fishing equipment manufacturer Orvis and a label denoting that one tube contained an eight-foot-four-inch mid-flex Helios 2 fly-fishing rod and the other contained a ten-foot tip-flex variant of the same precision distance-casting model. He laid the tubes side by side on the ground, pulled out binoculars from his jacket, and examined his surroundings.

The tall man was alone on a mountain escarpment along the stunningly beautiful northern coastline. Around him were large azure-blue fjords that cut through the snow-capped mountain range, low areas of barren land carved into numerous islands by thin stretches of seawater, patches of mist hanging motionless over sea and earth, and above him a windless clear sky that looked heavenly and yet was cold enough to kill an ill-equipped man in less than an hour. But there were no signs of life out here save for an occasional kittiwake bird gliding close to water.

Carefully, he moved his binoculars until he spotted an area of lowland through which a thin meandering mountain river led to the sea. It was an excellent place to cast a lure and tempt a salmon or sea trout. But it was approximately one thousand yards beneath him; one would need to be dressed in appropriate clothing and be at the very peak of physical condition to reach the area and fish there at this time of year. Thankfully, Will was supremely fit and had come fully prepared to stay out all day in this remote place. He was wearing a white woolen hat that was pulled down tightly over his close-cropped dark hair, a jacket and fleece, thermal leggings and water-resistant pants, and hiking boots covered with rubber galoshes. In these parts, an angler needed to dress like someone who was hiking to the North Pole.

As he further examined the distant stretch of river, his vision locked on the only evidence that any person had been here before: three log cabins and a track leading away from them. He wondered if the owners of the buildings had long ago deserted this place, or whether the cabins were rented out to vacationers during the summer months. He imagined clambering down to the river, preparing one of his rods, and making a few casts before being confronted by an angry owner of the cabins who would be shouting at him to leave.

Still, it would be worth the risk to try to fish there, as it would be a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

But that experience would have to take place on another day.

Because the MI6 operative wasn’t here to fish.

He unscrewed the caps on both tubes and withdrew pieces of metal equipment that had been designed and handcrafted by specialists in England before being couriered in a diplomatic bag to the British embassy in Oslo. Carefully, he slotted each piece together. One minute later, the sound-suppressed, high-velocity sniper rifle was fully assembled. After putting his gloves back on, he lay flat on the ground and stared at the buildings through the gun’s powerful telescopic sight.

He spoke into his throat mic. “In position.”

And immediately heard an American woman’s voice in his earpiece. “Okay. We got you.”

The woman was a CIA analyst, operating in the Agency’s headquarters in Langley, and was temporarily seconded to the highly classified joint CIA-MI6 Task Force S, which Will worked for as its prime field operative. She wasn’t very experienced, but didn’t need to be, as today her job was simply to sit at her computer and make notes of what Will could see.

Getting on this assignment had infuriated Will because it had come on the back of his being told without explanation that he was to cease his hunt for Cobalt. He’d spent the last eleven months chasing the financier—a man without a name or identifiable nationality, but one of the most dangerous men on the planet due to his funding of terrorist activities across the globe. Cobalt was all the more dangerous because he had no causes beyond seeking profit; his support of terrorist cells bought him their allegiance and gave him access to opium and coca plantations under their control. He transformed the crops into salable drugs, used his extensive network to smuggle them out of the countries, made vast fortunes, and in return gave the terrorists a cut of the profits. It was a deal that suited him, and suited them. And it was one that ordinarily would require someone like Will Cochrane to put a bullet in Cobalt’s brain. But the powers that be in Washington and London had decided that Cobalt needed to be left alone.

So here he was, on a routine job that should have been given to one of the Agency’s many paramilitary Special Operations Group officers.

In the largest wooden building below was Ellie Hallowes, the CIA’s best deep-cover officer. Will had never met her, but he knew she was thirty-five years old—the same age that he was now—and was an excellent and courageous operator whose job required her to live in near constant danger. Today, he was here to watch over her while she met a Russian intelligence officer who carried the CIA code name Herald. The Russian was her spy, and during the last two years they’d met many times without the need for protection. But this meeting was different. Two days earlier the CIA had received signals intelligence that suggested the Russian intelligence services had suspicions about their officer and the real reasons for his trips overseas. The Agency was worried that the meeting could be compromised and that Ellie could be attacked. If that happened, Will was under orders to do whatever was necessary to ensure Ellie escaped to safety.

It was a straightforward job for a man like Will.

As a younger man, he’d spent five brutal years in the French Foreign Legion, initially in its elite 2e Régiment Étranger de Parachutistes before being handpicked to serve in the 11e Brigade Parachutiste’s Special Forces unit, the Groupement des Commandos Parachutistes. Upon completion of his military service, he’d returned to England and studied at Cambridge University. After being awarded a first-class degree, he’d briefly considered a career in academia, though others had different plans for him. MI6 tapped him on the shoulder and said it was very interested in someone with his skill set. He could have turned the intelligence agency down and hidden away from the world in an ivory tower, surrounded by books and with human contact limited to students and other lecturers and professors. But MI6 knew it was an impossible dream for someone like him: a man whose CIA father had been captured in Iran when Will was five years old and incarcerated in Tehran’s Evin Prison for years before being butchered, who’d fled to the Legion aged seventeen after witnessing the brutal murder of his English mother, who’d killed her four assailants with a knife to protect his sister from a similar fate, who’d been deployed not only by the GCP behind enemy lines but was also used by France’s DGSE as a deniable killer, a man who was not completely at peace with the world.

Within the first few weeks of training alongside other recruits, MI6 had singled him out as having attributes that were even greater than expected. He was removed from the course and put on the top-secret twelve-month Spartan Program. Only one person at a time was permitted to take the mentally and physically hellish selection and training course and, if successful, carry the code name Spartan. Despite the fact that all other applicants before him had either voluntarily withdrawn from the program, failed, received severe physical or mental injuries that prevented them from continuing, or died in selection and training, Will passed the program. He was awarded the distinction of carrying the code name, and the program was shut down and would remain closed all the time Will was operational and alive. He’d spent the subsequent eight years on near continuous deployment in hostile overseas missions, and was tasked on the West’s most important operations. Throughout that time, very few people knew he was an MI6 officer, let alone the nature of his work and his achievements.

He sighed, concluding once again that today’s babysitting job should have been given to someone else. After slotting a magazine containing twelve rounds into the rifle, he trained the weapon on the track leading to the cluster of buildings. That was the route Herald would take to drive to the meeting. He checked his watch. Ellie Hallowes was a stickler for exact timing, and she’d told the Russian that he was not to arrive a minute before or after the allotted time. The Russian wasn’t due to arrive for another eight minutes.

Will relaxed and thought about other things. A year ago, he’d moved into a new home in West Square, in the Borough of Southwark, south London. It was a two-hundred-year-old house that had been converted into four apartments. For the first time in his adult life, it was a place where he felt he was putting down roots. A sudden panicked thought hit him. Had he paid the latest council tax bill? He thought he had, though—shit—he couldn’t be sure. The local council was becoming a bastard with people who didn’t pay up on time. Well, there was nothing he could do about it until he got home tomorrow. He thought about his three single neighbors who lived in the converted house: stubborn Dickie Mountjoy, a former major in the Coldstream Guards and now a retiree; Phoebe, a thirty-something art dealer and lover of champagne, high heels, and middleweight boxing matches; and David, a recently divorced, slightly flabby mortician. They believed Will was a life insurance salesman. That false cover seemed apt, because today he was here as insurance that Ellie lived.

He glanced at his watch again and put his eye back against the scope. A black sedan was driving along the coastal track, at exactly the right time, easily visible against the backdrop of the tranquil blue sea. Will moved his weapon millimeter by millimeter to keep the crosshairs of his sight in the center of the vehicle. It stopped, and a man got out and walked fast into the largest of the three buildings.

“Our man’s arrived. He’s in the building.”

“You’re sure it’s him?”

“It’s him.”

He flexed his toes and his muscles. Not for the first time this week, he tried to decide if he could afford the nineteenth-century sheet music for Bach’s Lute Suite No. 1 in E minor. It was for sale in a tiny basement store in London’s Soho district. He’d paid the elderly proprietor of the store a £50 deposit to take the music temporarily off the market, with the promise that he’d settle up the balance of £750 after his next paycheck had come through. Still, as desperate as he was to place the sheets on a stand, pick up his German antique lute, and expertly play what was in front of him, he had to reconcile the high cost with the fact that he was a man who was on government salary, could obtain the same music for free at a library or off the Internet, and in any case knew every note of Suite No. 1 by heart. But the score had been produced and edited by Hans Dagobert Bruger, meaning the papers were a rare and beautiful thing. That was decided then; he’d eat beans on toast for a month to ensure he had enough cash to pay for the sheets. Will had made many similar decisions in the past. His new home was crammed with antiques and rare items he’d picked up during his travels, including a Louis XV lacquer and ormolu commode, Venetian trespoli, a pair of Guangzhou imperial dress swords, a German chinoiserie clock, an Edwardian mahogany three-piece suite and chaise longue, woven silk rugs from exotic markets, and vintage vinyl records of Andrés Segovia guitar recitals. He shouldn’t have bought any of them, because every time he’d done so he’d nearly bankrupted himself, but he’d always done so because life was too short to ignore beauty in favor of financial well-being.

He tensed as he saw movement in the distance.

A man walking awkwardly over rough ground, using a walking stick as an aid.

Will trained the scope on him and watched him move toward the cabins, stop approximately two hundred yards away from them, and sit on a boulder on ground that overlooked the cluster of buildings and the sea beyond them. The man had his back to Will, so his face was not visible, though Will could see that he was wearing tweed and oilskin hiking gear. His walking stick also seemed to be from another age; it was nearly as long as the man and at its head was a curly ram’s horn. Judging by the way he’d been walking, it was clear that the man needed the stick, meaning he was either old, weak, disabled, or all of those things. The man rested his stick beside him on the rock, withdrew a metal thermos flask, poured liquid into a cup, and drank.

Will relayed what he’d seen to Langley.

“Suspicious?”

“Impossible to know.” Will moved his face away from the scope. “I’m going to look at his face.”

Carrying his rifle in one hand, Will ran while keeping his upper body low. Two minutes later, he threw himself onto the ground, then crawled until he reached the summit and could once again see the distant cabins in the valley. The man was still there, a tiny speck to the human eye. Will looked through the scope, moved the gun until he located the man, and saw that he was still sitting on the rock. From this angle, Will could easily see his face.

He studied it, felt shock, and muttered, “Hell, no!”

Antaeus dabbed a handkerchief against the corners of his mouth to absorb any traces of the coffee he’d now finished, rested his weaker leg over the stronger one, and rubbed the disfigured side of his face before realizing what he was doing and abruptly stopping. It was a habit he’d had for years and he was trying to break it, because no amount of massage would get the muscles on that side of his face to work properly. His carefully trimmed beard helped to hide the lower part of the disfigurement, and the thick rims of his glasses covered most of the area where his left eye drooped. From a distance, he looked normal. But up close there was no mistaking what he was: a man who was ugly on one side.

He’d long ago gotten used to it and no longer cared. All that mattered to him was his mind. It was perfect and beautiful.

He stared at the Norwegian log cabins and gripped his walking stick.

The performance was about to begin.

And he was going to be its conductor.

Ellie Hallowes desperately wanted to cut to the chase and find out whether Herald had any useful intelligence for her, but knew that her Russian spy would consider it rude of her to do so. He was a showman, one who took pleasure in feeding her an hour or so of small talk before getting down to business. She was his audience, and he liked to keep her waiting for the good stuff.

During the third meeting she’d had with him after the start of their case officer–asset relationship, she’d tried to circumvent the crap to get to business, but had received a sharp rebuke from the Russian together with threats that if she did this again he’d come to the subsequent five meetings with zero of interest and plenty of lessons about how to be civil and conduct meetings in a manner befitting their respective countries’ officer classes.

As well as being a showman, Herald was a pompous ass.

He was already thirty minutes into the meeting, sitting cross-legged in a chair facing her, occasionally glancing at his manicured fingernails or checking that his bow tie was horizontal.

She moved to the sea-facing side of the cabin and gestured to a bench containing a half bottle of vodka and two tumblers, while trying not to yawn as Herald was telling her that he’d discovered a fine restaurant in Moscow where all the staff were only permitted to speak in French.

Something caught her eye as she casually looked out of the window while unscrewing the bottle.

Movement in the sea.

Men.

Seven of them expertly emerged from the sea in scuba gear, dumping some of their equipment on the thin beach, and moved silently on foot toward the log cabins while keeping their SIG Sauer handguns at eye level.

Spinning around, she barked, “Shut up! We’re compromised!”

Herald’s face went ashen. “What?”

“Compromised! We’ve got seconds!”

Herald jumped to his feet and looked around, confusion all over his face. He walked quickly to Ellie, glanced out the window, grabbed Ellie’s arms, and spoke fast and loud. “Listen to me! Trust no one. There’s a mole in the CIA. Works for the Russians. And he’s sitting at the very top!”


Will’s heart and brain were racing as he spoke into his throat mic. “I’m looking at a man who’s supposed to be dead.”

“Who is he?”

“High-ranking SVR officer. Code name Antaeus. I killed him three years ago.”

“Means nothing to me.”

Will kept the crosshairs of his scope on Antaeus’s head, placed his finger on the trigger, and made ready to put a bullet into the brain of a man who’d consistently outwitted the West’s attempts to counter his actions; a man Will had spent years hunting, an individual who’d thwarted every attempt to neutralize him, a brilliant spymaster who was one of Russia’s most influential and powerful men. Until Will had finally managed to track him down three years ago and detonated a bomb under the car that Antaeus was driving in a Moscow suburb.

Will pulled back on the trigger.

Then stopped as he heard the unmistakable sound of pistol fire near the log cabins.

Antaeus smiled as he watched his Russian team approach the log cabins. He removed a small rectangular box from his jacket and withdrew from it a cheroot cigar, which he lit with a gold Zippo lighter. The doctors had told him that he mustn’t smoke anymore, and for the most part he followed their instructions. But there were moments when a smoke made complete sense. Doctors didn’t understand that; spies did, and now was one such moment. He inhaled the rich tobacco and blew out a long stream of smoke, the volume of which was accentuated by the icy air. As he did so, four of his men kicked in the doors to the two smaller buildings and entered; the remaining three operatives forced entry into the larger cabin.

Then he heard two shots.

Though he’d permitted his men to shoot to wound their targets if necessary, the SVR spymaster wondered if the CIA officer had made the shots the moment she’d seen men burst into the cabin, or whether her Russian agent had done so. Still, if two of his men were now dead, it wouldn’t change anything. His other men would easily overpower the American woman and her asset. They’d dispose of their colleagues’ bodies in the sea, but even if they were later discovered, that wouldn’t matter, as Antaeus had instructed his men to use CIA SOG equipment and carry documentation showing they were residents of Virginia.

He tapped ash from his cigar, raised an old telescope to his good eye, and waited.

Will pointed his sniper rifle at the cabins and the ground around them. Two shots had been fired, but there were no signs of any assailants. He knew there could be only one possible explanation: men had assaulted the cabins from the one blind spot he had—the sea. Had he been complacent? He had considered the possibility that an assault on the meeting could take place from the coast, though had decided that at this time of year it would be done so with boats that would be easily visible to him from his position on the mountainside. Plus, he thought that no one in their right mind would swim in the icy waters to the coastline where the cabins sat. And yet, he of all people knew that Special Forces could operate in Arctic waters all year round. Yes, he had been complacent.

As a result, he’d probably failed a routine assignment that he’d believed was beneath someone of his capabilities. “Shots have been fired. Don’t know what’s going on. But I’ll make sure Antaeus and his men don’t leave here.”

“Negative.” The analyst sounded unsettled.

“What?”

“Repeat, negative. You have no authority to proceed.”

Will couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I can do what I like.”

The analyst sounded on the verge of panic. “I’ve checked our system. Don’t know what it means but the instructions are clear. It says, Antaeus must not be touched. Further inquiries require Project Ferryman clearance. My search on the system must have been flagged, because I just had a call from the duty officer asking me what’s going on. I told him. He told me to pull the plug. You’re under orders to withdraw.”

“No way.”

“Your orders are clear. Get out of there.”

“No fucking way!”

“I . . .” The analyst was breathing fast. “I . . . the DO told me it would be a breach of category one Agency protocols if you proceed. Please . . .”

Men emerged from the smaller cabins and a moment later the rest of them came out of the larger building. Two of them were dragging Herald, and it looked as though he’d been injured. The others were gripping Ellie’s arms and walking her to a clearing in front of the cabins. They stopped. The Russian was forced onto his knees and winced in pain as one of the men yanked his hair back to lift his head. Ellie was pushed to the ground next to her asset, and a man placed a boot on her back to keep her still. The men looked toward the distance. Will urgently swung his rifle toward Antaeus’s position. He was still there, calmly smoking his cigar.

What was happening?

Antaeus was motionless for a moment. Then he lifted his stick high in the air.

Of course.

Antaeus had told his men that he needed to be sure the Russian was the man he was after.

If he was, he’d give them a signal to proceed.

By lifting his stick.

“It’s an execution!” Will swung his weapon back at the man holding a pistol against the Russian. But he was too late. Two bullets were fired into the back of Herald’s head. His killer released his grip on the dead spy and let him slump face-first toward the ground.

“Our asset’s dead.” Will gripped his gun tightly as he saw the man who was pinning Ellie to the ground lean forward, yank up her head, and look in the direction of Antaeus.

Will darted a look at Antaeus.

The spymaster was raising his stick.

Will trained his gun back on the man who was now lifting his gun toward Ellie’s head.

“You’re under orders to withdraw. If you don’t, you’ll be—”

“Enough!” Will pulled his trigger, and his bullet sliced through the Russian operative’s eye and exited through the back of his head.

The remaining six operatives immediately sprang into action, five of them dashing for cover while one of them coolly remained still and raised his gun to complete Antaeus’s orders to kill the CIA woman. Will’s chest shot made that man flip backward. When he was on the ground, a second round smashed through his skull.

Ellie was crawling forward, staying low to give Will sight of her captors. But she was still an easy target for them. Will got onto one knee, fired five rounds at the areas of cover the Russians were using to remain hidden from his sniper rifle, ran fifty yards farther along the mountainside, got onto his knee again, and looked through his scope. The different angle put three of the men in his sightline. He took a deep breath, half exhaled, held his breath, and fired three shots in three seconds. Each bullet hit its target; the three men were dead.

He ran again, desperately hoping that the remaining two operatives could no longer see Ellie, then stopped and examined the area around the cabins. It was no good. The men were staying out of sight, and Will knew why: they stood no chance while Will was out of the limited range of their handguns; their best hope lay in forcing him to come nearer to them, to a distance where close-quarter pistols would be far more effective than a rifle.

Ellie was still inching away from the clearing in front of the cabins. No doubt she was waiting for the moment one or both of the men broke cover and shot her in the back. Will had to get to her, and fast, but while the men were still hiding there was one thing he had to do first. Kill Antaeus.

He pointed his gun at the area where Antaeus had been sitting.

The spymaster was no longer there.

Will urgently scoured the distant mountainside for signs of the Russian.

Nothing.

He silently cursed.

After fixing a fresh magazine into his rifle, he ran down the escarpment toward the buildings, leaping over clumps of heath that were renowned for twisting or breaking hikers’ ankles, hearing the gentle whoosh of the sea grow louder as it eased back and forth over the seaweed-strewn coastline’s pebble-and-sand beach, the rich and salty air causing his nose to sting and his lungs to feel that they had acid inside them as he sucked in the brutal air to fuel his exertions.

The cabins were now five hundred yards away, still too distant for the men to pose any threat to him. He slowed down as the incline lessened and he was confronted by round white rocks as high as his waist, haphazardly scattered on the heath as if dropped there from the heavens by playful child gods. Moving at a walking pace between them, he removed the weapon’s scope and raised his rifle to eye level, using the fore and rear sights to try to spot the men.

Nothing.

Then he sensed movement to his right, and he flinched, crouched, twisted, and readied his gun. But it was only a white-tailed eagle, launching itself off the ground with a small writhing rodent in its beak. As the bird rose higher, it was able to glide with only the occasional flap of its majestic wings. Will recalled watching a similar bird of prey circling high above him in a remote part of Russia, while he was putting a brave, dead colleague’s entrails back into his body.

He wondered why that memory had come to him now, of all times.

Was he about to die?

Maybe. On this routine operation. One that he’d believed was beneath him. What an idiot he’d been.

The CIA analyst spoke again, something about him having to surrender to CIA custody because he’d disobeyed orders, but her words barely registered. He turned off his radio and moved beyond the boulders onto flatter land.

He felt each step was drawing him closer to death.

He could see Ellie clearly now with his naked eye. She’d stopped crawling and was staring at Will with a calm expression. Most people in a similar situation would have bolted from the scene in fear. And they’d have been killed in doing so. But Ellie was very different; she knew exactly what she was doing.

Remain motionless.

Put her faith in Will.

Only attempt to escape if Will failed.

Will was two hundred yards away from the cabins. Though it would take a very lucky shot to hit him at this distance, his breathing was fast, and his temples throbbed.

And as he moved farther forward, he kept asking himself, Are you sure you paid that council tax bill? Really sure? Because if you haven’t, you’ll be summoned to court and will be fined a hefty sum that will preclude you buying anything by Hans Dagobert Bruger. He didn’t know why this thought was in his head, but did know that thinking about it was far preferable to thinking about getting to within range of two men who’d kill him without hesitation or remorse.

One hundred yards.

Kill range for an expert shot holding a handgun.

God, was he facing such men? He was. Antaeus only surrounded himself with excellence, so the two men before him were no doubt expert operatives.

He walked toward Ellie, his gun moving left and right to cover the two areas beyond her where he thought the operatives were hiding—small grass-covered mounds that were fifteen yards in front of the largest timber cabin, places where at any moment two men could break cover and put bullets in his heart and brain. He’d never thought he would die in a beautiful place. Instead, he’d always believed it would be in a dingy hotel room, a war zone, or a Third World gutter.

He made a decision. If he died here, his soul would stay nearby, drifting along the rugged coastline and fantasizing about casting a line into one of the rivers as the Atlantic salmon made their run. It was a lonely place, yet stunning. He would be at peace here.

When he reached Ellie, he crouched beside her while keeping his gun fixed on the mounds. Her drawn face was covered in grime, though her eyes were glistening and focused. He made ready to move on, but she grabbed his arm and yanked down on his jacket.

She whispered, “Got a spare handgun?”

Will shook his head.

To his surprise, Ellie smiled, winked, and said, “Then there’s a lot resting on you being able to do your job.” Her expression turned resolute. “Good luck.”

Will moved toward the cabins.

The Russian SVR operative glanced at his colleague twenty yards to his left and nodded to indicate that he was ready. He didn’t need to make the gesture, as both men had served together in numerous Special Forces and intelligence combat situations to the extent that they could read each other’s thoughts in situations like this. They could operate anywhere—land, sea, air, rural, urban—but excelled in the places that could break an otherwise tough man. Though rugged and cold, this place was a walk in the park compared to the weeks-long training exercises and operations they’d done in Siberia and the Arctic Circle.

And it would be a pleasure and a mere formality to deal with the man coming toward them. Though the Russian knew snipers could be useful, he felt nothing but contempt for them. Killing a man from a distance was an easy thing to do; it was not until you’d experienced putting your hands around a man’s throat and watching his eyes nearly pop out, or wrenching a knife upward in his belly while smelling his breath as you held the back of his head close to yours, or seeing a flash of fear in his eyes as you walked quickly toward him and made two shots into his chest, that you really understood what it took to extinguish a human life. Snipers rarely got their hands dirty. They didn’t understand close-quarter combat.

The Russian and his colleague did.

He heard footsteps.

Now the footsteps were faster, the noise of them growing louder.

The sniper was coming for them.

The Russian raised three fingers to his colleague, then two, then one.

They broke cover from behind the mounds, their pistols raised toward the encroaching sniper.

But he wasn’t there.

The Russian stopped and held his handgun before him, twitching it left and right to search for the sniper. Where had he gone? Movement from near the cabins to his left. He changed stance, pointing his gun in that direction, and for half a second saw his colleague being dragged backward while still upright, his feet desperately trying to keep up with the rest of his body because a big hand was on his throat, and another had two fingers in his colleague’s nostrils. The rest of the sniper was obscured. His colleague was being used as a shield. The Russian had no clear shot before they disappeared into the largest cabin.

That’s where the sniper had run to, and where he’d emerged from to attack their flank when they broke cover.

The Russian operative dashed to the buildings, entered the cabin, and saw his colleague on the ground, his neck at an odd angle and clearly broken.

He felt an almighty punch to his chest.

Another punch struck him on the jaw.

A hand slapped him in the throat.

A knee smashed into his ribs. His hand was grabbed, twisted so that his arm muscles were in a lock and were weak, and he was forced to the floor and held there in a viselike grip. He knew what was coming next.

Will Cochrane’s boot slammed with brutal force into his throat and held him there as his legs thrashed and his life was crushed out of his body.

Before he died, the Russian’s last thought was that he’d totally underestimated his assailant.






THREE

Standing in the same spot where Will Cochrane had momentarily crouched beside her, Ellie Hallowes watched the tall officer emerge from the cabin holding one of the Russian’s pistols.

He stopped and stared at the five men who’d died outside of the buildings. Ellie thought he looked haunted by what he’d done. That surprised her, because she’d met enough paramilitary men to know that they were totally focused while doing a job and acted like overexcited kids when the job was done. This man was clearly different.

He tucked the pistol under his belt, knelt beside Herald, rummaged through the dead spy’s pockets, and removed his wallet and ID documentation, which he secreted in his jacket. She frowned as she watched him take off her asset’s overcoat. It was the same one that Herald always wore when he met Ellie during the winter months—knee-length, expensive, Royal Navy blue, hand-tailored in Savile Row by an émigré called Štěpán. Will held it by the shoulder pads, moved to her side, and put the coat on her.

He lowered his head.

“What happened in there?” she asked.

Will looked up, but didn’t answer. His greenish blue eyes were bloodshot but nevertheless shining and alert. He was, she decided, a handsome man.

She lit a cigarette and stuck it in the corner of her mouth. “I’ll recommend that you get a commendation.” Her cell phone rang. The number was withheld, though she knew it was the Agency calling because only it had this number. As she raised it to her ear, she thought she saw the tiniest smile on Will’s face.

A man spoke to her with a deep, strident voice. He didn’t introduce himself, although Ellie knew exactly who he was: Charles Sheridan, a senior CIA officer who’d proven throughout his career in espionage that he was in equal measure very capable, ruthless, and, in Ellie’s opinion, a complete dick. He told her that it annoyed the fuck out of him that the duty officer had needed to call him in on his day off because it sounded like a Category 1 protocol was about to be breached by one of their own. He asked what had happened. She told him while looking at Will. Sheridan went silent for five seconds before muttering in a more deliberate tone that Cochrane had been in breach of the protocol and had disobeyed orders to withdraw, that she was to tell him that his Agency exfiltration route out of Norway was now going to be shut down and that the most important men on both sides of the pond were in complete agreement that Cochrane was to surrender himself to either the British or American embassy in Oslo. Sheridan said he’d send a team to the area to try to clean up the mess, though he couldn’t guarantee they’d reach the location before Norwegian cops arrived on the scene, so either way Ellie was to get out of there and return to Langley.

She closed her cell and looked at Will. “Charles Sheridan says you disobeyed orders. Why did you do it?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time not to let them put a bullet in your brain. I’m prone to being impetuous.”

He was English. She wasn’t expecting that. “I thought you were SOG. Who do you work for?”

Will shrugged. “As of right now, sounds like no one.” His expression became serious. “What do they want you to do with me?”

She told him what Sheridan had said.

“The embassies?” He laughed. “Nice and discreet. Tie me up, put me in a box, fly me back to the good old U.S. of A., rendered as a traitor who’ll face the gallows.”

“You did nothing wrong.”

“You just worry about yourself now.”

“You’ll go to Oslo?”

“Nah, never liked the city. Beer’s too expensive.”

Ellie blew out smoke and tapped ash onto the ground. “Then I’ll have to bring you in myself.”

Will didn’t respond.

“Disarm you. Put a gun to your head. Walk you out of here.” Ellie’s expression was focused as she kept her eyes on him. “Trouble is, that’s not an easy option.”

Will held her gaze. “I’m not in the business of hurting female colleagues.”

With sarcasm in her voice, Ellie said, “How very chivalrous of you.” She dropped her cigarette onto the ground and extinguished it with her foot. “No. The option’s not easy because . . .” She left her sentence incomplete as she nodded toward the bodies of the men Will had killed to save her life.

Will momentarily followed her gaze. “I just did my job.”

“Yeah. Your job. Not an Agency job. At least, not after it told you to back down.”

“Perhaps I should have backed down.”

A large part of Ellie wanted to disagree and tell him that nobody had ever put their neck on the line to save her in the way that Will had done today. But she was still attempting to get the measure of Will, and responded, “Perhaps you should have.” She folded her arms and repeated, “Who do you work for?”

“I’m a joint MI6-CIA officer.”

“Joint?” Ellie frowned. “Paramilitary? Freelance?”

“No. Full-time intelligence officer.”

Ellie’s mind raced. Though the Agency and MI6 frequently ran joint missions and shared freelance assets, she’d never heard of an individual being used as a full-time employee of both organizations. The man before her had to be highly unusual. “I think you’re in a classified task force.”

Will was silent.

“Not one run by Sheridan. But maybe one that he’d dearly like to shut down because he wasn’t given the glory of running the force.”

Will said nothing.

“And today you gifted him that opportunity by disobeying orders. But it goes beyond that, doesn’t it? Because those orders have to relate to some serious shit. What’s this about?”

Will nodded toward the cabin where Ellie had met Herald. “I could ask you the same thing. What happened in there?”

Ever the consummate actor, Ellie shrugged and lied in a totally convincing way. “It’s as we suspected: Herald was under suspicion by the Russians. They came here to permanently shut his mouth.”

“I don’t believe you’re telling me everything.”

Though she didn’t show it, Will’s perception caught Ellie by surprise. “Why not?”

“Because you’re standing here talking to me, when instead you should be getting as far away from here as possible before cops show up.”

“Maybe I just want to spend a few moments with the man who saved my life.”

“Touching, but impractical. I doubt a deep-cover officer like you wants to get anywhere near a Norwegian police cell.”

“Jail doesn’t scare me.”

“No. But having your cover blown does.” Will admired the great strength of character Ellie had shown by winking at him when she was faced with the likelihood of her own death. Moreover, for the first time in his life he believed he was standing before someone who, like him, truly understood what it was like to operate in the very darkest recesses of the secret world. Plus, he liked her on sight. But, he knew that he had to be mentally one step ahead of her.

Ellie felt the same way about Will.

Will continued, “You’re standing here because you want to know why the Agency was prepared to let you die.”

“Obviously.”

“Less obvious is the possibility that you’re in possession of information that’s unsettled you. Information that maybe you want to share with me, if you decide to trust me. Herald information.”

Ellie held her fingertips together against her mouth and studied Will. Should she tell him what Herald had said before the Russian team stormed the cabin? Say nothing and walk away without knowing why the Agency had been willing to sacrifice her? Leave Will to the dogs? Help him? It all came down to a matter of trust.

Trouble was, trust was a dangerous concept in her line of work.

Will knew what she was thinking. “It’s a judgment call.”

“It is indeed. And what’s your judgment of me?”

“My judgment’s incomplete and therefore flawed. But we’re running out of time. Maybe you have something for me and I have something for you. And maybe they’re linked. We have to make a decision.”

Every instinct told Ellie to keep her mouth shut and walk away. She’d survived her entire deep-cover career by making it a rule to never put her faith in others in the field. Today should be no exception.

But it was.

The CIA had been willing to have her killed. Herald had told her that there was a Russian mole at the top of the Agency. And she was standing before a man who’d not only risked his life to save hers, but was also paying a huge price for doing so.

She was silent for one minute before making a decision. “Herald told me the Agency is compromised. A Russian mole’s sitting in Agency senior management.”

Will’s eyes narrowed. “Identity? Other details?”

“Nothing else, aside from Herald telling me to trust no one. We were then snatched before he could tell me more.”

Will shook his head and muttered to himself, “Shit, shit.”

“Does it mean anything to you?”

“On face value, nothing. But I’m trying to put the pieces together of what happened here today, and maybe that will help me understand more about the mole. Have you heard of Project Ferryman?”

Ellie shook her head.

“It’s what nearly got you killed and why Langley wants to cut off my balls. It’s a CIA operation, by all accounts highly classified. I reckon even the duty officer who told me to back off wasn’t cleared to know about its relevance to what happened here. But I’m also betting your man Sheridan is Ferryman cleared, considering he was called in.” He pointed toward one of the mountains. “Earlier, a senior Russian spy sat there, watching over everything. The men who attacked you were doing so under his orders. His code name’s Antaeus. I had him in my sights and should have been allowed to kill the bastard. Ferryman protocols blocked me from doing so.” He shook his head. “Antaeus will be long gone by now.”

“Do you know what Project Ferryman is?”

“No. But here’s the thing . . .”

Ellie interjected, “Top Russian spy turns up in person here to oversee the execution of Herald; Herald knows there’s a high-ranking Russian mole in the Agency; you’re told to back down because of an Agency operation called Project Ferryman. Ergo . . .”

“Ergo there’s a link between them all, and as a result I’m fucked, the Agency’s fucked, and”—Will smiled—“you came very close to a fate worse than being fucked.”

Ellie laughed. “I sure did.” Her expression changed. “I could take this to the FBI.”

“You could.”

“But Sheridan told me our countries’ leaders personally authorized your incarceration for breaching protocols. That means . . .”

“They’ve bought into the significance of Ferryman and you could be in danger of compromising Western security if you go to the feds and try to blow this open.”

Ellie walked to Herald, crouched beside his dead body, placed his hand in hers, and whispered, “Thanks for the coat.” She looked at Will. “Herald could be a pain in the ass, always waffling on about crap, loving the sound of his voice. But I liked him. He gave me invaluable insight into Russian secrets. And he put his life on the line for me.”

“As you did for him.”

“Yeah, as we all do. And on and on it goes until we all fall down.” She gently rested Herald’s hand on his chest, stood, and asked, “What are you going to do?”

“I’m not sure I should tell you.”

Ellie shrugged. “Why not? We’ve done the foreplay, moved to second base, might as well go the whole distance.”

Will faced west toward the mountains. “I’m going to try to get to the States and find out what Ferryman is.”

Ellie moved to his side. “You think you can make it that far? European agencies will be put on your trail.”

“I’ve got to try.”

“Even if you make it to the States, they’ll shoot you before you get anywhere near Langley and the answers.”

“What other choice do I have?”

“Two choices. Either give yourself up and I’ll support your actions. Or disappear, get a new identity, and forget all about Ferryman.”

“Is that what you’d do if you were in my situation? Surrender or vanish?”

Ellie followed his gaze toward the mountains. “Surrender? No. But vanishing’s something I excel at.”

“And you’d do it now if you were in my shoes?”

“I . . .” She turned to face him. “Look, I don’t know what I’d do.” She smiled. “But I do know that there’s no more 007 days for you, Mr. Bond. You’ve just had your license to kill revoked. No chance of you getting access to Project Ferryman.”

“I could track Sheridan down and make him talk.”

“Tough-guy stuff? You could end up being put in jail for laying a hand on such a high-ranking U.S. official.”

“True. It’s also unworkable. For the same reason you can’t go to the feds, I can’t confront Sheridan until I know the details of Project Ferryman. It seems Ferryman’s of vital importance to our countries. I can’t just blunder into the States to get answers. I could compromise something that’s beyond our comprehension.”

“Beyond my life, judging by what happened today.”

“Exactly,” Will said. “Sorry, that was insensitive. I—”

“Stop.” Ellie fixed another cigarette in her mouth, lit it, and winked at him in the same way she’d done before. “You want to be insensitive, then start patronizing me.”

“Fair point.”

Ellie nodded. “There. Fourth base achieved—first lovers’ tiff.” She exhaled smoke and said in a measured and cold tone, “There is another potential option open to you.”

“I know.”

“You’d considered it already?”

“I’d considered it, and rejected it.”

“Why?”

“Because, like you, I don’t put my faith in other people.”

Given that Ellie had been internally wrestling with her lack of faith in others only moments before, it made her uneasy that Will had the very same thoughts. With her back to him, she walked a few paces closer to the mountains and thrust her hands into Herald’s coat pockets.

Will watched her as she stood motionless, just staring at the stunning vista. Large snowflakes began to slowly descend in the windless air.

“I’ve spent ten years as a deep-cover operative.” Ellie’s voice sounded distant. “You know what that means?”

“Yes.” Will knew that it meant she’d spent five years longer than the maximum time an intelligence officer could expect to operate undercover before the constant state of paranoia and fear would finally take its toll on even the strongest mind. “Why have you stayed in the field so long?”

“Because I was never interested in a desk job in Langley.”

“Is that your only reason?”

Ellie hesitated before answering, “Thought I was doing some good.”

“For the States?”

“For the people who live there, yeah.”

“The Agency should have pulled you out of the field. You’re on borrowed time. I’m surprised you’re not dead in a ditch somewhere with a bullet in the back of your head.”

“Thanks for the mental image.”

“It’s one you’ve thought of every day during the last ten years.”

“It is.” She turned to face him. “And you know what I’ve concluded about that image?”

“You’ve accepted it, and that’s how you survived so long in the field.”

She nodded. “But the thing is—”

“You never thought you could be shot with the blessing of the Agency.”

“Or needing to be rescued by a guy who’s on the run.” She pulled out another cigarette, stared at it, and replaced it in the pack. “You saved my life. That matters. But what also matters to me is that I’ve gone above and beyond what the Agency should have expected from me, and in return they’ve stuck the knife in me. So, I can no longer put my faith in the organization. And that means I’m faced with the choice of putting my faith in nothing or something.”

“Something?”

“You.” She folded her arms. “The only option that makes sense.”

That option was for Ellie to return to Langley, pretend to senior management that she’d tried to persuade Will to surrender to the embassies in Oslo, somehow gain access to the Project Ferryman files, and relay what she’d discovered to Will if he made it to the States.

“If you get caught they’ll—”

“Oh, come on!” Ellie made no attempt to hide the sarcasm in her voice. “Don’t give me a pep talk about risk, okay? I know this stuff backward. Just don’t.”

Will made a decision. “Okay. Get a pay-as-you-go cell phone. Not in your name. Deposit its number at a DLB in Washington, D.C.” He gave her the precise location of the dead-letter box. “If it rings, it’ll only be me. But you might not hear from me for a while. No idea how long it’s going to take to get to America. Given you’re a deep-cover operative, I’m assuming you know how to get stuff? In particular, disguises and people’s home addresses.”
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