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PROLOGUE
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The pigeon was back.

Miller stood at the kitchen window in his dressing gown, mug of tea in hand, watching it strut along the window ledge with the particular arrogance of a bird that knew it was untouchable. It was fat. Obscenely fat. Miller had named it Harold.

Three weeks of nothing. No knock at the door. No call from a number that wouldn't be on any register. No envelope slipped under the door containing a train ticket and a look of polite expectation. Just Miller, the flat, the television, the supermarket on Wednesdays, and Harold the pigeon making his daily declaration of ownership over the ledge.

Miller didn't mind. After Budapest he'd needed the quiet. After Michelle he'd needed it more.

He hadn't heard from her since she'd left the Embassy rooftop with her bag over her shoulder and a look on her face that said she had somewhere to be and couldn't tell him where. That was MI6. That was the job. He understood it. He didn't like it, but he understood it.

He finished his tea, rinsed the mug, and stood for a moment looking at the flat. It was tidier than it had been when he moved in. He'd made it his own in small ways — a proper knife block in the kitchen, a chair angled toward the window rather than the television, a single framed photograph on the bookshelf that he'd taken himself on a throwaway camera in Margate the previous summer. A pier. Nobody on it. He liked the composition.

The knock came at half past ten.

He already knew who it was before he reached the door. Harold the pigeon lifted off the ledge in a clatter of wings. Miller opened the door.

Sir Harold Pitch stood in the corridor in a charcoal overcoat, an umbrella he hadn't used hooked over one arm, and an expression of benign patience that Miller had come to recognise as the face he wore when he wanted something difficult.

"Thomas," said Sir Harold.

"You frightened the pigeon," said Miller.

Sir Harold glanced at the empty ledge. "Shall I come in?"

Miller stepped aside.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Man Who Came In From The Cold — Voluntarily
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Sir Harold sat in the good chair — Miller's chair — without being invited, which Miller had also come to expect, and accepted the tea that Miller made without being asked for it, which he had apparently come to expect in return.

He looked around the flat with the mild approval of a man inspecting a property he owned, which, Miller reflected, was essentially what he was doing.

"You've tidied," Sir Harold observed.

"It's been three weeks."

"You've had longer between assignments."

"I know. I wasn't complaining."

Sir Harold set his tea down on the small table — on the coaster, Miller noticed, which was either courtesy or habit — and folded his hands in his lap. The knuckles were thicker than when Miller had first met him. Arthritis, Miller suspected, though Sir Harold would never mention it.

"There's a man," Sir Harold began.

"There usually is."

"His name is Alexei Federov. He was a colonel in the FSB's analytical division until fourteen months ago, when he walked into the British Consulate in Vienna and asked to speak to someone senior." Sir Harold paused. "He has been in a safe house in Berkshire ever since."

"What's he got?"

"He claims to have proof that a NATO partner nation has been running a double game. Feeding alliance intelligence to Moscow while maintaining full membership benefits." Sir Harold's voice was steady. Practised. "He has documentation, he says. Intercepts. Names. A framework."

Miller turned his mug in his hands. "Claims. Says. Has."

"Quite."

"So you don't know if he's genuine."

"We know he believes he is. Whether what he's brought us is real, fabricated, or a mixture of both — that is the question." Sir Harold looked at Miller directly. "There is a summit in Brussels in nineteen days. Six NATO nations. The agenda is European security architecture for the next decade. If Federov's claims are accurate and we act on them, we reshape the alliance. If his claims are a provocation and we act on them, we destroy relationships that took forty years to build."

Miller was quiet for a moment. "So you need someone to look at him. Someone who's not part of the machine. Someone he can't read."

"Someone who will tell me the truth about what he sees," Sir Harold said. "Not what the analysts want to see. Not what I want to hear. The truth."

Miller looked at the empty window ledge.

"I'll need a full brief," he said. "And better biscuits than last time."

Sir Harold almost smiled. Almost.
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CHAPTER TWO: Twenty Questions
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The safe house was a converted farmhouse outside Theale, thirty miles west of London — brick walls two feet thick, double-glazed windows that didn't quite match the period of the building, and two men in civilian clothes at the gate who had the posture of people trained to stand still without looking like they were trying. Miller clocked them both in the first three seconds and said nothing about it.

He was met at the door by a woman named Claire Ashford, forties, Home Office, who had the manner of someone who had spent years managing situations that couldn't be written up properly. She showed him to a room on the ground floor — a sitting room turned briefing space, a projector on a stand, a desk with a sealed folder on it.

"Colonel Federov has been cooperative," she said. "Forthcoming. Perhaps overly so."

"Overly how?"

"He answers questions before we've finished asking them. He volunteers detail we haven't requested. He seems —" she paused, searching for the word — "eager to please."

"Or eager to convince."

"Yes."

"Has he asked for anything? Family out, money, new identity?"

"He has asked for nothing," said Claire Ashford. "That's part of what makes him unusual."

Miller sat down and opened the sealed folder. Federov's file was forty pages. He read it in twenty-two minutes, went back and re-read three sections, then sat looking at the ceiling for a while.

The claimed double agent was within a NATO partner's defence ministry. The documentation Federov had brought was a partial — intercepts referencing an asset codenamed VELA, operational since 2019, positioned to influence alliance policy decisions from within. No name. No country confirmed. Just the architecture of a betrayal.

Miller closed the folder.

"When do I meet him?" he said.
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CHAPTER THREE: The Cook
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He met Michelle O'Brian on a Tuesday.

That is to say — she knocked on his door on a Tuesday evening, which was not something he had expected, and which required him to reassess his immediate plans, which had involved a chicken he'd been braising since four o'clock and a bottle of Rioja he'd been looking forward to since approximately Wednesday the previous week.

He opened the door. She was in civilian clothes — dark jeans, a heavy wool jumper the colour of slate, her dark hair pulled back. She had a bag over one shoulder and the look of someone who had travelled further than the distance implied.

"I was in the neighbourhood," she said.

"Budapest's a long neighbourhood," said Miller.

"London, Thomas. I was in London." She looked past him into the flat. "Is that — are you cooking?"

"Braised chicken. Thyme, fennel, white wine. Come in or don't."

She came in. He went back to the kitchen. She stood in the doorway watching him move around the space with the ease of someone who knew where everything was, which of course he did, and who understood what he was doing, which she apparently had not expected.

"You can actually cook," she said.

"You sound surprised."

"I assumed you ate from tins."

"I eat from tins when I'm in a hurry." He adjusted the heat under the casserole dish, checked the lid, and turned to face her. "I'm not in a hurry tonight. Sit down. There's wine on the counter."

She
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