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Russian spies are on the streets of London – and they are prepared to kill . . . 

When MI5 intelligence officer Liz Carlyle learns of a Russian government plot to kill super-rich Nikita Brunovsky – a man who openly criticises the Putin regime from his London base – it’s a race against time to track down the killer. How the Russian is to be silenced is unclear, but the Foreign Office dreads any kind of incident and Liz must work fast to protect him.

As she goes undercover, desperately trying to find out who in Brunovsky’s retinue might betray him, Liz discovers that an ‘illegal’ Russian agent has arrived in London. Is this the assassin she is seeking? Under an assumed name, caught up in the high-octane world of the oligarchs, Liz soon finds herself in terrible danger . . .
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November

FOR ONCE ALVIN JACKSON had made the wrong choice.

Usually he had an unerring eye for a soft target. It wasn’t about size – once a man built like a nightclub bouncer had cried when Jackson showed him the knife. No, it was something less tangible, a kind of passivity that Jackson could sniff out, the way a sniffer dog smells contraband.

Not that he expected much resistance from anyone in this part of London. He stood against the iron railings in one of the squares that run off the side streets below Kensington High Street. The night was moonless, and a mass of grey cloud hung over the city like a dirty blanket. Earlier in the evening it had rained: now the tyres of passing cars hissed as they splashed through the puddles, and the pavements were the colour of dark sodden sponges. Jackson had picked a corner where two of the street lights were out. He’d already checked carefully for patrolling policemen and traffic wardens. There weren’t any.

The woman walking towards Jackson along the opposite pavement was well into her thirties – not young enough to be foolish and too affluent to be streetwise. She wore a smartly cut black overcoat, her hair was coiffed back, doubtless from a fancy salon, and her heels went clack-clack-clack on the pavement. There was a bag hooked over her right shoulder, one of those trendy leather bags with floppy handles. That’s where her purse would be, Jackson decided.

He waited against the railings until she was about fifteen feet away, then sauntered casually across the road and stood on the pavement, blocking her path.

She stopped, and he was pleased to see she looked a little startled. ‘Hello,’ he said softly, and her eyes widened slightly. She had a delicate, pretty face, he thought. ‘I like your bag,’ he said now, pointing at it with one extended arm.

‘Thank you,’ she said crisply, which surprised him, since most of the women were too scared to speak. Funny how reactions differed. Maybe she was foreign.

With his other hand he showed her the knife. It was a seven-inch blade, with a sweeping crescent curve that ended in a honed point. The Americans called them Bowie knives – Jackson liked the name. He said, ‘Give me the bag.’

The woman didn’t panic. That was a relief; the last thing he wanted was for her to scream. She just nodded, then reached with her left arm and unhooked the bag from her shoulder. She held the bag’s handles with one hand, and he started to reach forward to take it, then realised she was rummaging in it with the other. ‘Just hand it over,’ he was saying as the woman withdrew her hand. It suddenly shot out straight towards him, and something glinted in the dark.

He felt an agonising pain in his left arm, right below his shoulder. ‘Jesus!’ he shouted, wincing. What had she just done to him? He looked and saw blood spurting from his arm. The pain was excruciating. I’m going to cut you bitch, he thought, full of rage. He began to move forward, but the metal implement she held glinted again and jabbed him sharply in the middle of his chest. Once, then twice, each time causing him to flinch.

He was in agony, and when Jackson saw the woman’s hand move again, he turned and ran as fast as he could. He reached the corner, clutching his wounded arm, and thought who the hell was that? Whoever she was, Jackson decided, as blood continued to ooze through his fingers, he’d picked the wrong lady.

LOOKING AROUND HER carefully, she saw that there was no one else in the square. Good. Calmly, she took a tissue out and wiped the end of the Stanley knife, sticky from her assailant’s blood, then retracted the blade. Normally she would never have resisted a street robbery, but there had been no way she was going to give the man her bag.

A light went on outside one of the houses and a curtain was drawn back, so she moved away quickly, still holding the Stanley knife, in case the man was waiting for her, ready to have another go. But leaving the square, she saw no one on the pavement ahead of her. A taxi passed by; it held a couple, necking in the back. At the corner she turned into a small side street which ended in a cul-de-sac. She stopped at the entrance to a large mansion block, let herself in, then climbed to the second floor. Here she unlocked a door and entered a flat, turning on a light in the small sitting room. The place was sparsely furnished by the landlord, gloomy in its bareness. But it didn’t matter to her. She wasn’t staying long – she only rented for a month at a time, and this was her third place. She knew that once her orders came she would be living far more comfortably.

She went to the bedroom where two computer bags sat in the corner, and carried them both to the pine desk in the sitting room. One bag held a small black machine that resembled a sleek sort of CD player; the other was a laptop computer. Connecting the two with a USB cable, she pressed a button on the black machine, and watched as it transferred to the laptop data that it had recorded in her absence. On the computer she then ran a software routine that filled the screen with numbers.

Sitting down in front of the desk, she reached into her own bag, the one the man had tried to take from her, and took out a large, hardcover book. It was a novel, well-thumbed – An Instance of the Fingerpost. She wondered idly if she would ever read it.

She opened the book, flicked through it and finding the page she wanted carefully put it down next to the computer and drew up a chair.

Twenty minutes later she was finished. On a scratch pad she had a list of numbers, each with an accompanying word she had written down. She stood up now, and took the single page of Russian text to the lavatory, where she ripped it into small pieces before flushing it away. She put the black machine and the laptop into their respective carrying bags, then returned them to the bedroom.

Finally, she came back to the desk. She decided to allow herself a cigarette, and fished in her bag for a pack of Marlboros. What she really craved was a Sobranie. Presumably one of the fancy tobacconists in London, like Davidoff ’s, would sell them. But Marlboros would have to do, she thought, as she lit her cigarette. Always remember, they had drilled her again and again, it’s the little things you think don’t matter that can give you away. She had memorised the message on the single page of text and now she ran over it in her mind, focusing on the key instruction.

You should begin now.
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‘I SUPPOSE IT all went as well as could be expected.’ Charles Wetherby was standing by the window of his office, looking down at the Thames, where the little waves bristled, sawtoothed in the late-November wind. A tourist cruising boat moved jerkily in the chop, its decks empty, the few passengers sitting snugly in the cabin below.

‘Thank goodness it was no worse,’ said Liz Carlyle from her chair in front of Wetherby’s desk.

She had given evidence to the inquiry for over three hours; Wetherby had been there a day and a half. Now he looked tired, strained, and unusually for him, made no effort to disguise it. Sighing, he rubbed a palm against his cheekbone thoughtfully, then turned and faced Liz. ‘DG says you did very well. Not that you ever had anything to worry about.’

She nodded, wishing she shared his confidence. The fallout from that last operation had not yet subsided. The discovery of a mole in MI5, who had been intent on undermining the Service, was likely to reverberate for years to come. As the Home Secretary had taken to saying, with the monotony of a mantra, ‘If the Security Service isn’t fit for purpose, how the hell can we win the war on terrorism?’

The same Home Secretary had insisted on an inquiry into the whole sorry business. Fortunately he’d eventually grasped that a public inquiry would be a disaster, so it had been held in closed session, chaired by a former Cabinet secretary, assisted by a judge and a trusted businessman. No prying press, no trial by headline; no MPs posturing in some parliamentary committee room for the benefit of the cameras. The report when it came had been a model of Whitehall-ese, beautifully expressed, utterly undramatic, no blame, reasonably fair.

‘What will happen now?’ asked Liz.

Wetherby moved back to his desk, sitting down and picking up a pencil. He tapped distractedly on a pile of papers. ‘There’ll be a review of recruitment, enhanced vetting procedures . . . other things. But as I say, you’ve got nothing to worry about.’

‘Have you, Charles?’ she asked. It had been Wetherby himself who had predicted heads would roll after the near-debacle and the Thames House rumour mill had suggested Wetherby’s would be one.

He shrugged, leaning back in his chair. He was not as engaged as usual, which alarmed Liz. What else could he be thinking about? Finally he said, ‘I’d like to think it will be all right for me as well. But who knows? I’ve learnt these things are hard to predict. Anyway, I won’t be here for the aftermath. I’m taking some leave.’

‘Oh,’ she said.

He heard the question in her voice. She was wondering whether this was voluntary. ‘It’s my choice, Liz.’ Wetherby looked at her. ‘I’m entitled to a sabbatical and I’ve decided I should spend some time at home.’ He gestured with a quick motion of his head at a framed photograph of his wife and sons.

Liz nodded. This was why he seemed so subdued. Joanne Wetherby had been seriously ill for as long as Liz had known Charles – over five years. It could not have been easy, juggling his job with his role as the husband of an invalid and the father of two boys. She was sure he would miss the challenge, the excitement, and the colleagues. And her, Liz wondered, would he miss her?

Liz asked, ‘How long will you be away?’

Wetherby shrugged, and flicked a non-existent piece of fluff off his suit jacket. ‘I’m not sure. Perhaps three months, something like that. We’ll have to see how things go. While I’m away, Michael Binding will run the branch.’

Oh God, thought Liz, not that condescending oaf. They’d crossed swords more than once. She tried her best to mask her reaction, but Wetherby gave her an ironic smile. ‘Don’t worry. He won’t be telling you what to do.’

‘Won’t he?’

‘No. You’re being posted. DG and I have discussed it, and we want you to move to Counter-Espionage.’

‘What?’ she asked bluntly, unable to contain her surprise. Nor her dismay. During the Cold War, Counter-Espionage had been the plum assignment, the primus inter pares of the Service’s various branches. But in a post-9/11 world, its light was dimmer, overshadowed by Counter-Terrorism. Counter-Espionage was something of a backwater now.

‘You need a change. You know that.’

‘I don’t need a demotion, Charles. That’s what it is. I feel as though I’m being pushed out.’ She paused, realising that her hurt was showing, and bit her lip.

Charles looked at her gravely. ‘That’s not it at all,’ he said. ‘We just want to broaden your experience. People think espionage is no longer a problem. Well, they’re wrong. There are more foreign intelligence officers in London now than before the fall of the Berlin Wall. The Russians are back in force, the Chinese are more active than ever. So are some of the Middle Eastern countries. And the game’s changed, you know. It used to be all about political and military intelligence – all about winning the Cold War and the fighting war that never happened. Deadly enough, but strictly for professionals. Now there’s money, big money in it. We wouldn’t be posting you there if there wasn’t a job for you to do.’

‘Who will I report to?’ she asked.

‘To Brian Ackers,’ said Charles. ‘You’ll be in the Russian Section and he’s the assistant director. He’s also acting director of the whole Counter-Espionage Branch for the time being.’

Liz raised her eyebrows. Brian Ackers was a Cold War veteran who hadn’t moved on. Prickly, touchy, a man who resented the displacement of counter-espionage as the Service’s highest priority.

‘I know he’s not the easiest man to work for,’ Wetherby continued, ‘but he’s got enormous experience. You could learn a lot from him. After all, that’s where the whole intelligence game started and where many of the real skills still are.’

Liz nodded, ‘Yes Charles,’ she said, trying not to sound as disappointed as she felt.

‘Brian won’t be there forever, Liz,’ said Charles encouragingly. ‘He’ll retire in two years.’ He looked at her meaningfully. ‘There may be opportunities after that.’

She tried to take this in. Was he suggesting she might replace Brian Ackers one day? Become an assistant director? She was flattered, but she still found the prospect of a move to Counter-Espionage uninspiring. ‘When do I start?’ she asked.

‘Next week. Peggy Kinsolving is going with you.’

So, thought Liz, they’re moving everyone closely involved with the mole investigation. But this was good news. Peggy had been seconded by MI6 in the previous year, then opted to stay on in MI5. She was a desk officer, with boundless energy and an almost unique ability to ferret out facts. If Wetherby and DG were offering her to Liz, she was more than happy to accept the gift.

‘Anyway, I’m off next week, so I’ll say goodbye now. Good luck in the new post,’ said Wetherby, and Liz took her cue and stood up. He held out his hand and grasped hers. Suddenly he said, in an awkward, tentative voice, ‘Do me one favour, please.’

‘Of course,’ she said, suddenly near tears.

‘Stay in touch.’ He said this shyly, then quickly looked down at the papers on his desk.

And turning to go, Liz saw through the window the tour boat returning from its quick jaunt up river, moving more smoothly, travelling with the receding tide. Dusk was turning to dark. As the windows lit up in the offices and flats on the far bank, the river became quite quickly a gleaming black flood, flecked with gold.
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Late March

THAT MORNING SPRING was at its most capricious. The sun shone from a bright blue sky, but the wind came from the north, and its gusts were strong and biting. Walking up into this remote part of Hampstead Heath, Simmons recognised the familiar bench – but not the man sitting on it. He was about to walk on when the man called out. ‘Jerry,’ he said, and lifted an arm in greeting.

Simmons hesitated, hearing his name. ‘Who are you?’ he asked, cautiously coming a little closer.

‘Your new contact,’ the man said. He tapped the seat sharply. ‘Sit down.’

The bench was in the shelter of a ring of ancient oaks, bounded by iron railings, on the top of a hill. There was no one on this part of the heath except a few dog walkers in the distance below. Slowly Jerry Simmons moved to the bench and sat down at the far end. ‘What happened to Andrei?’ he asked, keeping his eyes on the heath.

‘He’s gone,’ said the man tersely. ‘I’m Vladimir.’

Jerry turned his head slowly and inspected the Russian. He wore a belted raincoat, polished brogues, and a checked cloth cap. He might almost have passed for English, but his accent and high Slavic cheekbones gave him away.

He seemed on edge, which in turn made Jerry anxious. I’m losing my nerve, he thought, remembering his army days, when only ice water had run through his veins. When Jerry had passed the final SAS interview (something he dreaded far more than the forced march, the mock interrogations, any of the physical stuff he was so good at) the sergeant had told him: ‘You’re not the sharpest knife in the box, Simmons, but we liked your cool. And your size counts. Don’t rely on it, that’s all.’

Now he said to the man, ‘When I left the hotel I told Andrei that I was finished working for you guys.’

Vladimir shrugged. ‘Of course you did. But situations change, don’t they?’

Not for me, thought Jerry. When he had left the army he’d been delighted to find the security job at the Dorchester. Sure the money wasn’t terrific, but it was a famous hotel, superbly run, and he’d been well treated. The only injury he’d suffered in his time there had been a bruised knee when he’d slipped on a freshly mopped bathroom floor. It certainly beat four-man night patrols in southern Afghanistan.

His problem had been Carly, wife number three. Now divorced. Three in chronological order, that is, but number one for greed. So it had been a blessing when Andrei had turned up. The job had been a doddle. Just tittle-tattle, names and addresses, comings and goings at the hotel, what the occasional sheikh got up to (gambling, usually, and girls; sometimes gambling and boys). It had been money for jam, even if Carly got most of it.

He’d had a pretty good idea who Andrei was. Organised crime he’d thought at first, but he’d recognised a certain military touch – official, he’d decided. Jerry had never had the slightest fear he was doing anything that might harm Britain. Though by the time he had left the employ of the hotel, lured by a security firm with the promise of better pay and better hours, he was relieved to put his days moonlighting for Andrei behind him.

‘I’m not at the Dorchester any more,’ Jerry said, trying to sound conclusive, though he was not so naïve as to think Vladimir didn’t know this already.

‘I know. Congratulations. You’re working for a very wealthy man.’

Jerry shrugged. He’d never heard of his present employer until he’d become his ‘driver’ – which meant his bodyguard behind the wheel. ‘Maybe he is,’ he said. ‘I just take him where he wants to go and look after him. That’s all I know.’

‘You know more than you think,’ said Vladimir.

‘What do you mean?’ said Jerry. His heart was starting to sink. Vladimir didn’t seem edgy any longer.

‘Your new employer is a countryman of mine. I’m very interested in him.’

They sat in silence for a moment. The wind had picked up again, and Jerry stirred uneasily on the bench, feeling cold. Why did I have to get a job with a Russian? he wondered sourly as he waited in vain for Vladimir to break the silence.

At last Jerry sighed. ‘What are you looking for?’ he asked quietly, trying to make it clear he hadn’t agreed to do anything.

‘Same as the Dorchester,’ said the man on the bench. ‘And this time there’s only one “guest” to keep an eye on.’

‘But this guy doesn’t get up to anything,’ Jerry protested. ‘He doesn’t do nightclubs, doesn’t even go out much to restaurants. A new girlfriend’s around, and he spends most of his spare time with her. Their idea of a big night is ordering a takeaway and watching a DVD.’

Vladimir shook his head knowingly. ‘But people come to see him on business; sometimes he goes to see people. In his large chauffeur-driven Bentley automobile,’ he added pointedly.

Jerry sensed he had already given away too much ground. He looked out at the slope below them, where a man in a green anorak was walking a large frisky Dobermann through a patch of yellowed grass. ‘Most of the people he sees are Russians. I can’t tell one name from another. And I can’t understand a word they say.’

Vladimir snorted. ‘We’re not asking you for transcripts,’ he said caustically.

‘What do you want to know?’ Jerry demanded. ‘I’m not a traitor, you know.’

Vladimir did not answer him directly, but said, ‘It’s a purely Russian affair. Nothing to do with the queen.’ Vladimir waved his hand expansively.

Jerry shook his head. ‘But what if I won’t play ball?’

An expression Vladimir must have been familiar with, for he said, ‘That is your choice.’ He paused, and his eyes were cold slits as he stared at Jerry. ‘As it would be ours to discuss your former activities on our behalf with the firm that placed you in your post.’

I should have seen this coming, thought Jerry, way back when he’d first met Andrei, that evening in the Dorchester, when the Russian said he was locked out of his room and Jerry had been sent up to let him in again. Andrei had given him a bottle of champagne from the minibar as thanks, which Jerry – strictly against the rules – had accepted, hiding it in his locker deep in the bowels of the hotel.

Then the next night he had bumped into Andrei in the pub on South Audley Street where Jerry liked to unwind after working hours. And on the night after that. They’d become friends, which meant Andrei paid for all the drinks, the odd meal they’d had together, once even for a girl. When Andrei had made his offer of a cash retainer in return for information that was not much more than hotel staff gossip, it seemed a natural extension of his generosity.

Yet now, three years later, it was coming home to roost. ‘Of course you must decide,’ said the Russian Vladimir, with apparent indifference and no pretence of friendly persuasion.

Jerry considered his options. There weren’t any. Brigadier Cartwright wouldn’t give him five minutes to clear his desk if he discovered he’d been taking cash on the side – even if it had been before Jerry joined the firm. Particularly when he discovered it was cash from a foreign government. With a black mark from the brigadier, Jerry would never find a cushy job again. He’d enter middle age reduced to being cheap hired ‘muscle’. As a bouncer in a nightclub if he was lucky. More likely in a pub somewhere, throwing out the drunks.

‘Okay,’ he said at last, reluctantly. ‘But the money had better be good.’

‘Meet me here again in a week,’ declared Vladimir. ‘The same time. I will give you your orders then.’

‘And the first payment,’ said Jerry trying to extract some small satisfaction.
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LIZ PULLED THE duvet up to her chin, stretched out her legs, and reached out to switch on the eight o’clock news. She briefly wondered whether to get up and make a cup of coffee, and just as quickly decided against. In all the years she had worked with Charles in Counter-Terrorism, she had never really relaxed, even on a Saturday morning. Counter-Terrorism operations came up suddenly out of the blue and needed a fast response. She was usually home late, often away from home altogether, but the sudden excitement, the tension were what she had loved about the job.

Admittedly her private life had become a mess. Her small flat in Kentish Town, once much loved, had become dowdy. Things broke down and she never had time to fix them; the tide of muddle had advanced inexorably. In the four months since she’d moved to Counter-Espionage everything had changed. The job wasn’t without interest, but the pace was slower, more nine to five.

She had used her unaccustomed spare time to get her life in order. The peeling wallpaper in the bathroom had been replaced with tiles. The whole flat had been repainted and a smart new stainless steel washer-dryer had replaced the stuttering old thing she had inherited when she bought the flat. The goose down duvet she was cuddling was bought on a whim, but was the most satisfactory of all her improvements.

Now from the comfort of her bed, she contemplated the elegant new bedroom curtains and the uncluttered carpet and thought about the weekend ahead.

Most of it would be spent with Piet. He was Dutch, an investment banker with Lehman’s in Amsterdam. Every third Friday he came to London for a meeting in Canary Wharf and he would stay in London for the weekend. Friday night he went out to dinner with his colleagues but at lunchtime on Saturday he would appear at the basement door in Kentish Town, clutching champagne or a bottle of perfume he had bought on his way through the airport, and he and Liz would spend the rest of the weekend together. This was an arrangement which suited them both perfectly. It was warm and happy and undemanding.

If Piet knew what Liz did (and she suspected he did as she had met him at a colleague’s Christmas party), he never asked. It wasn’t that kind of relationship. They laughed a lot and ate good food. They talked about music and plays and the state of the world, and everything except work. Today they were going to a late-afternoon concert at St John’s Smith Square. Then they’d have dinner somewhere and Piet would come back and share the goose down duvet. Liz curled her toes in anticipation. They would stay in bed late in the morning and then after a pub lunch, Piet would make for the airport and back to Amsterdam.

All in all, a heavenly prospect. Thank goodness for counter-espionage, she thought, though still there in a small corner of her mind was her first love, counter-terrorism and working with Charles. She hoped all was well with him. And Joanne, she mentally added – conscientiously.
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WALLY WOODS WAS too tired to sleep. He’d worked seven shifts in four days, which would have been beyond a joke in the old days. They’d been camped out in South Kensington for the last two weeks, trailing an Iranian who specialised in late-night partying. Dennis Rudge had come down with flu and there hadn’t been any option but to stand in for him.

Rudge had struggled back at last that morning, looking like death and blowing his nose, so Wally had gone home. He drove, dazed with fatigue, up to Crouch End, where he’d found a bad-tempered note from his wife, who had already gone to work. ‘Dear Stranger’ it began, which didn’t sound too good. He caught three hours’ kip only to wake up, groggy, to find Molly, his dog, licking his face and whimpering for a walk.

There was nothing for it. He’d never get back to sleep. So he showered and shaved and dressed, then took Molly in the car and drove down here, to Hampstead Heath, where there was plenty of room, even for a Dobermann with energy.

He liked to walk on the heath. It was a natural, uninhabited space, which had only one thing in common with North London around it – anything could happen there, and did. Its different areas – woodland, rough meadow, a string of ponds, Parliament Hill with its panoramic views of the City of London – afforded constant variety to his walks. Parking in The Grove, opposite a row of elegant Georgian mansions, he put on his anorak, and walked down a tree-lined lane, with Molly on her lead. The wind was picking up and the sun was obscured by cloud. Where is spring? he wondered, still feeling stiff after so many hours on duty, sitting in a parked car.

When they reached the bottom by the boating pond, where the heath began, he let Molly go. And it was as he watched the dog lope off – funny how unthreatening a Dobermann’s trot was, considering the fear they inspired in people – that he saw the man. Trudging past the men’s pond, then turning and heading up the hill along a path much favoured by dog walkers and joggers, his back to Wally – which paradoxically was what gave him away.

It sounded strange, as Wally knew from trying to explain to his wife, but after twelve years of following people for a living, the way they looked from behind did for Wally just what fingerprints did for a forensic technician. The traits were just as individual, just as telltale. So when he saw that slow gait, like that of a man walking to get married to someone he didn’t love, Wally knew at once he’d watched that back before.

And who it belonged to: Vladimir Rykov, trade attaché at the Russian Embassy. Wally had followed him before – to a restaurant in Charlotte Street, to a meeting at the Institute of Directors in Pall Mall, once on a Saturday to an Arsenal match in their last season at the old Highbury ground.

But what was Rykov doing here in the middle of a working day? Steady on, he told himself, he’s probably going for a walk, just like you are, only without a dog. After all, the Russian Trade Delegation was only a few hundred yards away, perched on Highgate West Hill above the heath, a gruesome fenced-off compound of sixties modules.

But there was something deliberate about Rykov’s progress. He was going somewhere, with a purpose, Wally told himself after following him for less than a minute. As he climbed the path, Rykov veered right, and walked across the rough grass towards a group of trees, known locally as Boadicea’s Tomb. A stand of large oaks backed by towering pines, planted in a circle and ringed by iron railings. High up, the tomb was impossible to approach unseen. There was a bench on its north side where the Russian now sat down.

Wally turned away, calling to Molly. He fussed with her for a while, keeping his head down. Two minutes later, he stole a quick glance up the hill and saw that a man had joined Rykov on the bench.

In another part of the heath, nearer the men’s pond, it might have been a cruising encounter, but not here – and besides, the men sat far apart on the bench. Rykov seemed to be doing the talking, though from this distance it was hard to tell. But it was a meeting, not some chance encounter; of that Wally was sure. Why in such a remote place? Because Rykov didn’t want to be seen – presumably neither did the other man.

He’d loitered enough. There were other dog walkers around, but people didn’t forget a Dobermann, so Wally followed Molly along the same path Rykov had climbed. He only stopped walking when he was sheltered by a dip from the view of the bench. He waited for what seemed an eternity, stamping his feet to keep his circulation flowing in the sharp wind, letting the dog sniff rabbit holes. He was rewarded for his patience when Rykov came into view descending the hill, followed thirty seconds later by the other man.

Wally didn’t hesitate. There was no point in following Rykov – he could find him any time. But who was this other man? He was six feet or so, short back and sides, and wore a windcheater that highlighted a powerful build. Unlike Rykov, he didn’t look foreign – not at this distance at any rate – but there was something distinctive about the man. Ex-army, thought Wally. And he quickly put Molly back on her lead, then moved down the field, trying to act like just any other dog owner who had finished the morning’s exercise.

Ahead, Rykov disappeared towards the path between the dog pond and the men’s pond in the direction of the Trade Delegation. The other man went right, skirting the pond, heading towards the low green grass of Parliament Hill. Wally picked up the pace, though careful to keep a good 200 yards between them. The tennis courts and buildings of a sixth-form college loomed ahead, but the man swerved left suddenly and Wally half-sprinted to catch up. He reached the road just in time to see the man emerge from a crowd of teenagers, sprint across the road and hop on to a double-decker bus. It chugged away in a swirl of black exhaust. Cursing, Wally looked around hopelessly for a cab.

Then London Transport came to the rescue, in the form of another bus, right on the heels of the earlier one. Wally ran to the stop, the bus pulled up, and he had both feet on and was reaching for change to pay his fare when the driver started shaking his head. ‘Not on my bus, mon,’ he said, in indisputable Jamaican tones. The driver pointed an accusing finger at Molly.

‘I can bring a dog on the bus,’ Wally protested.

‘Not that dog and not my bus. No way.’

‘She won’t do any harm,’ Wally said, grabbing the dog’s lead tight. He could see passengers staring at him and the dog.

‘That’s what you say,’ said the driver, keeping a careful eye on the Dobermann. ‘But that’s no seeing eye dog for sure. Them’s dangerous. You get off now, mon, or I’m not starting.’

He pointed to the pavement fiercely and when Wally tried to argue, simply shook his head. Molly, who disliked arguments, uttered a noise somewhere between a yawn and a yelp, then licked her lips. A drop of saliva fell on the platform. Some of the passengers muttered and Wally, recognising a lost battle, got down, groaning with frustration. The bus moved off.

The leading bus had by now long disappeared in the direction of central London. There was still no taxi in sight. ‘Come on Molly,’ said Wally, ‘let’s go home.’ But who the hell was the man?
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BRIAN ACKERS LOOKS knackered this morning, thought Liz. Normally he was almost zealously energetic.

‘Bad news,’ he announced to start the weekly meeting of the Counter-Espionage Branch. That’s motivating, thought Liz caustically. The third floor conference room was too large for the twenty intelligence officers present, bunched together at one end of the room.

In the Cold War, there had been specialised teams of investigators and agent runners, focusing on different aspects of the espionage threat from the Soviet Union and its allies. With the Cold War over and terrorism now the priority, the Counter-Espionage Branch had been reduced to two largish sections – one directed at Russia and one at everywhere else. As well as being acting director, Brian Ackers was directly in charge of the Russia Section, agent runners and investigators working together.

Now, next to Liz, Peggy Kinsolving was scrabbling in her briefcase. She was leaving the meeting early to attend a European conference on the current threat from the Russian intelligence services.

‘The Foreign Office has come back to me,’ announced Ackers. He always spoke loudly at these meetings, as if a booming voice could somehow bring back the days when the sixty-odd seats in this room would all have been occupied. He was a gaunt, thin-faced man with pale grey eyes. Today he wore an old tweed jacket and a narrow club tie of some kind that had seen better days.

Propping her chin in her hand, Liz gazed at him with an expressionless face. She was thinking how typical it was of a certain kind of male to cover up an unshakeable conviction with a nondescript appearance. Of his conviction there was no doubt – Liz was impressed as well as slightly amused by Ackers’ insistent denial that the world had changed irrevocably with the end of the Cold War. To Ackers, the Russians remained Enemy Number One, and Liz knew that he regarded the relegation of the Russians in MI5’s ranking of threats as deeply misguided. The Red menace might have changed, Ackers would grudgingly concede. It was no longer red, but it was still a menace.

He said now, ‘They’ve accepted that we have the right man, and the proof of unacceptable activities.’ He paused to heighten the effect. ‘But they refuse to take any action against him.’

Liz was not altogether surprised, though she shared Ackers’ disappointment. For the last three months she had been involved in the case in question. A government scientist named Maples had reported an approach from a member of the Russian Embassy he had met at a defence exhibition in Cardiff. The Russian had wasted no time in offering Maples money in return for information about the plans for the renewal of Trident.

Once informed, MI5 had moved in. Liz had become case officer for the scientist, Maples, whom she had told to play along with the diplomat, a young man named Sergei Nysenko. After several meetings in London suburbs, Maples had pretended to agree to Nysenko’s proposals, and four days later in Kew Gardens had given Nysenko an attaché case containing a fabricated government policy paper classified Secret. In return, Nysenko (surreptitiously photographed by A4 surveillance officers) had handed over £40,000 in cash.

Once UK officialdom would not have hesitated: Sergei Nysenko would have been on the first flight home. But the British attitude had changed, as Brian Ackers was now explaining. ‘The FCO says they’ll have a word with the Russian ambassador, and suggest Nysenko confine himself to more conventional activities in future.’ He shook his head. ‘The SVR will be laughing at us.’

‘Why won’t they expel him, Brian? It was an attempt to suborn a British official. He’s an undercover intelligence officer. He’ll go on being a problem for us.’ The question came from Michael Fane, a recent MI5 recruit who had joined the branch only a month before, after an initial year in Protective Security. He was quick-witted, keen, and seemed – to Liz – very, very young. He was a bit of an oddity in the Service, since his father, Geoffrey Fane, was a senior controller in MI6. Liz had got to know Geoffrey Fane when she was working with Charles Wetherby in Counter-Terrorism; the two men were opposite numbers. Geoffrey was a smooth operator in the labyrinthine politics of interdepartmental relations, and a man to be wary of.

‘All the usual reasons,’ Brian said with a sigh. He picked glumly at his tie. ‘The prime minister has plans to go to Moscow next month and they don’t want to rock the boat right before his trip, or risk reciprocal action against the embassy there. Expelling Nysenko would jeopardise the “new cooperation” between us in the fight against terrorism.’ He looked angrily out of the window of the conference room at the plane trees lining the pavement, as if even they should share his low opinion of this ‘new cooperation’.

‘These fellows in Eastern Department nowadays have no idea how to deal with the Russians. They’ve only been involved with them since the Cold War ended and we became so-called “allies”. They can’t seem to see that if we show any weakness at all, they’ll be all over us.’

Liz spoke up. ‘Surely the operation has done some good, Brian. It tells the Russians that we haven’t gone to sleep, and that we know what they’re up to.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Ackers, and rested his gaze on Liz. ‘Though why should they worry if we can’t act?’

There wasn’t a good answer to this, thought Liz, and she couldn’t help sympathising with Ackers. Charles Wetherby had been right – there were more Russian intelligence officers in London than ever before. The day she’d arrived on the third floor Ackers had briefed her on the extent of SVR activity known to MI5, and she’d been in his office most of the afternoon.

The difference now lay in the targets of Russian espionage. In the Cold War they’d been largely British: the combat-readiness of British troops in Germany, hi-tech programmes and British firms, even the views and character of British politicians. Now the targets were just as often not British. London’s international community and its rise as the world’s financial hub meant there wasn’t a country of importance that wasn’t doing business on British shores. London was an excellent listening post for one of the world’s most aggressive intelligence services. Particularly if MI5 had one hand tied behind its back.

The meeting moved on. An old hand named Hadley explained that, now the Nysenko episode was over, A4 were beginning random surveillance on other identified intelligence officers in the embassy.

‘How much coverage have we got?’ asked Brian.

Hadley shrugged. ‘With the resource we get,’ he said pointedly, ‘not much.’ He inspected his notes. ‘We’re focusing on the economic and trade people for now. Our friends Kaspovitch, Svitchenko, and Rykov.’

Brian Ackers’ eyes glinted, and it was clear to Liz that after thirty years of hunting Russian spies he still lived for the chase, even if today’s terrorist priorities meant he was hobbled. Liz couldn’t help but respect his commitment.

With the Nysenko case concluded, Liz herself was taking a look at the wave of Russian oligarchs who had been establishing themselves in the UK. Peggy Kinsolving called them the ‘New Arabs’, and there was truth to the sobriquet. London hadn
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