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PROLOGUE
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The flat was quiet in the way that only London could be quiet — a thick, muffled silence pressed down by the weight of ten million people going about their business just beyond the walls. Thomas Miller stood at the kitchen window in his vest and jeans, a mug of tea in his hand, watching the pigeons argue over a chip on the pavement below.

He'd been watching pigeons a lot lately.

Three months since the Sarah Chen job. Three months since he'd walked Sir Harold Pitch to his car outside Thames House, told him exactly what he thought of being used as bait without his knowledge, and watched the old man smile the way a chess player smiles when he's already three moves ahead. Three months since Miller had come back to the flat in Kilburn and slept for fourteen hours straight.

The licence held. He was free — technically. Free to walk to the corner shop for milk. Free to sit in the pub on Thursday nights and listen to a man called Dave explain why his wife didn't understand him. Free to watch pigeons.

It wasn't nothing.

He'd done seven months of a ten-year stretch before Sir Harold first came calling. He understood, with a clarity that prison gives you and civilian life never does, that this — the flat, the tea, the pigeons — was the alternative to a cell in Wormwood Scrubs. He didn't take it for granted.

But it was quiet.

The kind of quiet that gets into your bones when you've spent most of your adult life in noise — the noise of Helmand, of Belfast, of two tours in places the government still denied British soldiers had been. Miller wasn't built for quiet. He'd tried. He'd read books — actual books, not briefing files — and he'd bought a second-hand television that he watched for exactly four days before the combination of daytime quiz shows and his own contempt for the contestants drove him to put it in the hallway outside his front door with a note that said FREE — WORKS FINE — TAKES THE EDGE OFF EXISTENCE.

Someone had taken it within the hour.

He was drinking his third tea of the morning and contemplating whether pigeons ever got bored when someone knocked at the door.

Three knocks. Measured. The kind of knock that didn't expect to be ignored.

Miller set his mug down.

He knew that knock.
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CHAPTER ONE: A KNOCK AT THE DOOR
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Sir Harold Pitch was wearing a navy overcoat Miller hadn't seen before. It was good quality — cashmere, probably — with a velvet collar that would have looked absurd on almost any other man in Kilburn at nine-fifteen on a Tuesday morning. On Sir Harold it looked perfectly reasonable, the way expensive things always did on men who'd been wearing expensive things since birth.

"You'd better come in," Miller said.

"Thank you, Thomas."

"I haven't put the good cups out."

"The ordinary cups will be perfectly fine."

Miller stood aside. Sir Harold entered the flat with the particular careful attention of a man cataloguing a room — not nosily, not obviously, but with eyes that missed nothing. Miller had noticed this on their first meeting in Wormwood Scrubs and it had never changed. Sir Harold Pitch was always reading the room.

"Sit down," Miller said, moving to the kitchen. "Tea?"

"Please."

"Milk, no sugar. I remember."

"Your memory continues to impress me."

"It's a flat, not a country house. You can hear the kitchen from where you're sitting."

He made the tea, listening to Sir Harold settle into the armchair — the good one, naturally, not the one with the slightly broken spring that Miller had been meaning to fix for two months. He brought the mugs through and sat on the sofa, pulling one knee up, watching the older man with the flat expression he'd developed specifically for these meetings.

Sir Harold looked well. That was the thing about men like him — they always looked well. Whatever weather they moved through, whatever damage they caused or contained, they emerged polished. Miller wondered sometimes what it felt like to move through the world like that, and usually concluded that wondering was a waste of energy.
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