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			Day 25: Saturday

			Karla

			There’s blood in my hair. Twelve hours and I’ve still got blood in my hair.

			‘Are you all right?’

			The uniformed officer standing guard by the door is staring at my face in the washroom mirror. Breaking rules: she’s been ordered not to talk to me. Maybe she thinks I’ll faint.

			They took my coat away from me last night, at the scene: the blood had soaked through to the lining. There was blood on my face too, and blood on my hands, working its way into the cracks around my nails – the doctor who examined me cleaned most of it off before declaring me fit to be interviewed. I dealt with the rest as soon as I could, ignoring the pain, scrubbing my skin red-raw to get it out.

			Nobody told me about my hair.

			I pick at it with my good hand. A brownish clot glues the strands together. I wish I had scissors. I’d cut it out.

			Don’t think about it. Don’t.

			It’s ten o’clock on Saturday morning. That’s what my watch says; without it I couldn’t even guess. I last slept, for a few broken hours, on Thursday night. Thursday . . . We had a plan in place then. I’d ceased to kid myself that I had the situation under control, but at least we had a plan. We could see a way through all this.

			Now there’s just me, in a police station toilet, pulling at my hair, trying to ignore the knot in my chest, holding myself together, sticking to my story. How many times have I rehearsed this situation in my head? But it’s nothing like I imagined.

			My whole adult life I’ve devoted to the pursuit of information, the analysis of patterns; to data and cold fact. This is just another fact, isn’t it? And that’s how I’ll get through this, how I’ll remain professional, detached.

			But it hurts. I never guessed how much it would hurt.

			The officer’s still watching my reflection.

			‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Really. Thank you.’ I try to smile at her, diag­onally, through the mirror, but my face is gaunt and slack.

			Her gaze skates away. ‘We’d better go back,’ she says.

			 

			On the interview room table the plastic cup of cold coffee by my seat has developed a greenish-white scum. My stomach flips and I push the cup away. Immediately the officer says, ‘I could get you another?’

			‘No—’ Too abrupt: she’s only being kind. Try again. ‘Thank you, but no.’

			She takes the cup and goes out, shutting the door. There are voices in the corridor outside, then silence. I’m alone.

			More than anything I want to put my head down on the table and weep.

			But any minute they’ll be back, with their questions. Just one more time, Charlotte, from the beginning. What did I see? What did I hear? They’re checking the details from different angles, listening for a piece that doesn’t fit. Because they have to be absolutely certain how much I know; or how little.

			So I’ll start again, from their beginning, the one that makes the story neat and containable, and my part in it entirely innocent. But there are other beginnings.

			Eight years ago: a stranger sitting in a warehouse with a bright light shining into his face, a stranger who should have been afraid, and wasn’t.

			Or the eighth of December, just over a year ago: a woman in a dark coat crossing a hallway, her face unreadable.

			Or a Wednesday in January less than four weeks ago, when Simon Johanssen found me, and I learned about the impossible job.
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			Day 1: Wednesday – Day 2: Thursday

			Karla

			I’ve always known the past might hunt me down, despite all my precautions, the false trails and the forged histories and everything else I’ve done to distance myself from it.

			But not like this.

			 

			It happens while I’m standing in the interval crush of a Royal Opera House bar, listening politely as a portly banker expounds on the proper staging of Götterdämmerung’s final act: I glance up, and in that second my two lives – lives which I have taken so much care to keep apart – grind against each other like tectonic plates, and set the room rocking.

			He’s loitering at the edge of a nearby group but angled fractionally away from them: he isn’t with them, though you might be forgiven for thinking that he is. The beautiful suit, the tie, the glass of champagne held loosely in the fingers of his right hand, even his haircut and his stance, mark him as someone who belongs here. Only I know that he doesn’t.

			Two years. Two years, and only one reason he’d be here. He’s come for me.

			A beat – I swallow my shock – then I turn back to my companion and smile and provide the right response. But my peripheral vision strains for a fix on him. I need to watch him, as if he’s some unpredictable animal, potentially dangerous. I want to turn and stare. But right here, right now I’m Charlotte Alton – polite, wealthy, idle Charlotte Alton – and she emphatically doesn’t know the man I’ve just seen. Instead I must manoeuvre myself so I can survey the crowd over the banker’s shoulder. By the time I’ve done so, he’s vanished.

			Carefully, discreetly, I sweep the room.

			It’s a sold-out performance and the bar – the biggest in the opera house, like a giant Victorian glasshouse under a high curved roof – is packed, the north and south balcony tables full, people crowding around the circular copper counter of the central servery. Too many men in dark suits who could be him, but aren’t. A wall of rippling mirrors doubles the size of the place, reflecting the elaborate ironwork of the huge arched window and turning the crowd into a throng. He and his reflection have melted into it. At the top of the mirrored wall the glass oblong of the upper bar’s balcony seems to float suspended above us: the people lounging against its rail look like boxed exhibits. I glance up there too. He isn’t among them.

			But he’s here, somewhere, and he’s found me. Of course he has. And whose fault is that?

			The five-minute bell goes. Around me glasses are drained. ‘Here, let me.’ The banker takes mine but as he turns away another of our party, a senior City lawyer, lays a hand on my arm. ‘Charlotte, I was hoping for a word – shall we?’ So I fall into step beside him as we join the patient shuffle towards the auditorium, and I smile, and focus, while the blood beats harder behind my eyes.

			Even though I’m searching for him I don’t see him until he’s right beside me. He doesn’t look at me, but his hand finds mine. Then he’s gone, blending into the crush around me.

			The lawyer and I move along the corridor towards the Grand Tier. The lawyer is on the board of a charity, there’s an auction coming up, might I possibly . . . ? The object nestles in my closed hand. It’s sticky and warm with perspiration when, bending to take my seat, I slip it into my clutch bag.

			It is a tiny Christmas-tree decoration, a little red-and-purple bauble that has embedded glitter into the skin of my palm.

			The lights dim. The final act begins. Wagner’s tale of assumed identities, broken promises, betrayal and murder storms towards its end. I barely register it.

			The bauble is a message, a prearranged signal in a code devised on the fly years ago. Simon Johanssen wants a meeting. But not with discreet, well-bred Charlotte Alton. Johanssen wants a meeting with Karla.

			The easy excuses come unbidden. You haven’t been near a client in months. You’re out of the game. Send Craigie. He’ll deal with it. It’s what you pay him for.

			It’s a pointless debate. I’m going anyway.

			 

			The early hours of the next morning. The cold is like grit, stinging the eyes.

			Up on the main road in this part of east London there are glass-fronted office blocks and new-build light-industrial units, and in the distance the towers of Docklands – my apartment building among them – glitter like something out of a fairy tale, but from down here they’re invisible, and a world away: a burned-out van slumps on its axles beside the approach road, and the gutters are choked with rubbish.

			An amusements company uses the site for storage: decrepit fair­ground rides, tatty street decorations. Broken machinery litters the yard like the fossilised remains of prehistoric beasts: a giant petrified octopus with its tentacles drawn up around it, a stretch of track like the curved spine of a tyrannosaur. Inside the warehouse under­powered fluorescent tubes send a grimy wash of light across the aisles, illuminating a sheared-off dodgem car still with its pole, a painted board with the words THE ULTIMATE THRILL.

			It’s January, I’ve been here for twenty minutes and I’m cold. Perhaps that’s why I miss it.

			Not movement. I would have spotted movement. He is simply there, in the gloom, watching me.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he says, but still I find myself sucking in air.

			It’s as if he’s been here all along, among the grinning plastic Santas, the concertina’d Chinese-New-Year dragons, and only a change of focus has brought him into view. Or as if he’s developed fractionally, like the grass growing or the accumulation of dust: the shadows thickening into human form.

			He’s thirty-eight years old. Six foot tall and spare, with the lean muscle mass of a distance athlete. The beautiful suit’s gone; now his clothes are understated, anonymous, his wristwatch mass-produced. The bones of his knuckles are prominent, and scarred.

			As always I’m struck by his stillness.

			‘I wanted to be sure we were alone,’ he says. His voice is quiet, polite. The flat northern vowels betray his roots; nothing else does.

			Two years since we last met. Fielding couldn’t tell me where he’d gone. The trail he left petered out in Amsterdam. A scatter of rumours after that came to nothing. I’d almost come to believe that he was dead. But here he is.

			So why now, after all this time? Why come to find me now?

			Instead I ask, ‘You didn’t try the number?’ and I sound calm.

			He says, ‘I didn’t know the man who answered.’

			‘He works for me. He’s safe.’

			He nods, but his gaze goes sideways, away from me.

			‘Two years,’ I say. ‘I thought we’d lost you.’

			‘I was keeping my head down.’

			‘Any particular reason?’

			He just shrugs.

			What does he want? Up until two years ago a meeting like this meant he simply needed an ID, or information for a job. That’s what people came to Karla for: the unauthorised obtaining of data, whether by bribery or blackmail or hacking or straightforward physical theft; the deliberate destruction of other data that would, if left intact, be of benefit to law enforcement agencies; the forging of identities, or their deletion.

			It can’t simply be that, not after two years of silence. But perhaps he’s out of the game too, perhaps he’s ceased to be the man who—

			‘Tell me about the Program,’ he says.

			One extra second of silence, that’s all. But I’ve schooled myself too long and too hard, and nothing else shows.

			 

			You could call it a prison, but it’s like no other prison standing, apart from the wall, and the wire.

			When Johanssen left two years ago it didn’t exist. It came only after the prison riots. Which came after the recession, and the crime wave, and the prison overcrowding, and the budget cuts . . . Five thousand inmates dumped out of overflowing jails and into the care of a private security firm, to be housed – temporarily – in a collection of run-down suburban streets that had been emptied for redevelopment just as the economy crashed. A stopgap, certainly – but a stopgap that might run for years, so they pasted on a snappy Americanised name and set up a website extolling the theory behind the move.

			And they came up with the experiment.

			‘And this experiment?’ Johanssen asks, though he must know the answer already. It’s on the Internet, after all.

			‘Teaching criminals to function within a self-regulating society.’

			‘A self-regulating society made up of other criminals.’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘And in return for taking part they get . . . ?’

			‘“Enhanced individual liberty and responsibility within a secure environment.”’

			Keys to their accommodation. Access to TV and newspapers. The opportunity to sit on self-governing councils, make rules. Educa­tional support, vocational training, small-business initiatives. Health­care, sports facilities, even a restaurant. According to the website.

			‘Sounds too good to be true,’ he says.

			‘Then it probably is.’

			‘Is it safe?’

			‘“Regular patrols by armed officers ensure the safety and wellbeing of all residents.”’ Then, ‘Charlie Ross went in there when it opened. One of the first batch. He was dead in three months. Came out in bits.’

			He doesn’t blink. Of course: he knew that too.

			‘So who’s in there?’

			‘Mainly career criminals. Thieves, racketeers, pimps, dealers, people traffickers, murderers . . . but no paedophiles or terrorists.’

			‘Psychopaths?’

			‘Officially, no: can’t be trusted to take their medicine. Unofficially? Dozens at least, maybe hundreds. All learning to be good citizens.’

			‘You know people in there?’

			‘Knew.’ I smile. It feels glacial. ‘We’re no longer in touch.’

			‘Internal surveillance?’ he asks.

			‘Cameras.’

			‘Communications?’

			‘A landline system for inmates, all calls recorded. No mobiles.’

			‘Security?’

			I’ve been asked that question so many times that I can reel it off in the blink of an eye; in a heartbeat.

			‘Double perimeter wall: forty foot high above the surface, thirty foot below. Electric fence, razor wire, heat and motion sensors. Twenty-four-hour guard on the walls. Air exclusion zone above. All underground connections are sealed apart from the main sewer; the contents of that are – processed – as they pass under the perimeter. A rat couldn’t get out.’

			‘What about in?’

			‘No one wants to get in.’

			‘What if I did? Could you get me in?’

			I say, ‘There’s limited visitor access.’

			‘More than that.’

			More than that? ‘A staff ID? Something that will get you in as a warder – a guard?’

			‘More than that,’ he says, and he looks at me—

			‘As an inmate?’

			—and then away again.

			So it’s a job. An anticlimax with a whiplash sting of irony: a job, it’s just a job, for which he needs an ID. Warders – guards – work in teams, to strict rotas; civilian staff are heavily protected. Only inmates can move freely in that place. He has to pass for an inmate, for what he’s planning to do—

			A sudden sense of dread.

			‘It can’t be done,’ I say.

			He glances at me. ‘You sure?’

			End this now, just end it. ‘We don’t have an in with the operating company, and we can’t hack prison system records. Too well ­defended. Believe me, it’s been tried.’

			He says, ‘By people who wanted to get out. Not in.’

			I just shake my head.

			A silence between us, as if there’s something else to say. At last I break it. ‘Is that everything?’ A fractional nod. ‘Well, then: if you need me again, use this.’

			I hand him a card with no name, just a phone number. He reads it once, twice, and passes it back. We’re done. Two years, and this is all we have to say to each other.

			I push the card back into my coat pocket. ‘I’d better be going.’

			He doesn’t say goodbye.

			The car – not the Merc Charlotte Alton’s used for the last year but a saloon with shell-company plates – is parked a street away. Robbie’s on watch beside it, arms folded across his barrel chest, breath smoking in the cold air, heavy grizzled head cocked, alert to every sound.

			A year since I last called him, since I last asked him to do anything like this, but he’s worked for the network right from the beginning and he knows the rules. He opens the door for me without a word or a look.

			I slide into the passenger seat and there it is, that brief smothered pang, You should have stayed, you should have said something, you should have asked—

			I close it down. Close down, too, the image of Johanssen standing there in the shadows, listening as the car pulls away. For all I know, he’s gone already.

			 

			We take the usual precautions. It’s gone 4 a.m. when I get back to Docklands.

			The building I live in overlooks an arm of the West India Dock, on the north side of Canary Wharf. Once they unloaded cargoes of sugar here, but all that’s left of the industrial past is a pair of monu­mental cranes on the wharf, the dock itself – a shivering oblong of water that has to be skimmed periodically for cigarette butts and takeaway paper cups – and a run of low brick warehouses converted into bars for the tourists and the office workers. Everything else is new, and my building is among the newest. It caters for the nervous rich: over-scaled rooms, heavy on security, cross-webbed with CCTV. It’s possible to hermetically seal the place from the outside world; I don’t get surprise visitors. Even at this hour there’s a uniformed guard on patrol out front, and inside a night porter on duty behind a bank of switches and monitors. We nod to each other as I cross the lobby to the lift.

			From the forty-first floor the views are glittering – the offices of Docklands, the riverside warehouse conversions of Limehouse Reach, the curve of the Thames and the skyline of the City of London – but tonight when I look out, I barely notice them.

			Did Fielding track him down in some obscure corner of the world? Something’s turned up, son. Right up your street. Or did he just decide to come back, and discovered this waiting for him? A job inside a prison. Looks impossible.

			That sense of dread again: of course he’ll try to do it.

			I walk into the small room I use as an office. Switch on the computer, plug in a hard drive. Enter passwords, run decryption, and open a file I haven’t touched in a year.

			The first click brings up a set of five coloured rings, one inside the other – outer security, inner security, the first wall, a narrow no-­man’s-­land, and then the second wall – all formed around a dark, blank heart. I click on the central blank and a numbered grid appears. Place a cursor on one of the squares and click again, and the square expands to fill the screen with detail: roads and buildings, a canteen, a vocational training block, a football pitch. Click again and a delicate tracery of sewage pipes and electricity cables runs beneath the streets like veins under skin. Again, and icons scatter themselves across the plan: a random punctuation of little blue diamonds, green dots, yellow squares. Some are command centres or observation posts; some represent cameras and listening devices. Others we simply can’t decipher.

			We started gathering data on the Program, assembling this map, when the place was still in the planning stage. And ever since it opened its gates people have come for the map. Except they don’t come to me any more, they come to Craigie, and it’s not really the map they want, it’s an answer to the question, Is there a way out of there?

			The answer, as it has been since the Program opened, is no.

			But that’s not what Simon Johanssen’s asking for. He wants something else.

			And still I don’t phone Craigie, although I know I should. I phone Fielding.

			I phone using a line that no one will be able to trace. The person who picks up the phone just grunts, but it’s him.

			‘Hello, Fielding.’

			A pause that stretches out to ten long seconds. Then, ‘Karla.’ 

			One word, but Tony Fielding manages to load it with a heavy freight of superiority and contempt. He’s never liked me – he prefers his women younger, and grateful. I’m a cold bitch, aren’t I? In a way that’s liberating.

			Fielding says, ‘Well, here we are again,’ and his voice is like rust. Still smoking then. ‘I take it you had a visit.’ He sounds smug.

			‘Why are you letting him do this?’

			He snorts. ‘Why not? You worried he’s out of practice? I think he’ll pick it up again soon enough.’

			‘A job in the Program.’

			Fielding says, ‘Look, he wants to work. I’ve already told him it’s impossible. But that’s what he does, isn’t it? The fucking impossible. Put money on it, Karla, he’s going to do it. Question is, are you?’

			End this. End it now. The same argument trotted out again, deadpan. ‘You know the system in there. We can’t hack it.’

			‘Sure about that, Karla? Well, your choice. There’s other people who can set this up. They’ll get him in there. Course, they’re not as careful as you, but beggars can’t be choosers.’

			The words are out before I’ve time to think. ‘You can’t put him in there.’

			‘Watch me.’

			‘John Quillan runs the Program.’

			But Fielding says, ‘Does he, Karla? Good old John Quillan. I’ll make sure Johanssen knows.’

			 

			When he’s gone, I walk back into the main room of my apartment, go to the window and look down: the black water of the dock ripples back at me.

			Walk away. Just walk away. You don’t live the old life now. You’re not Karla any more, and you owe Simon Johanssen nothing.

			But I can’t walk away.

			You like to think you make your own decisions. You like to think that it’s all conscious, planned. But sometimes the decisions are made for you, and you only find out when it’s much too late. Sometimes the borders are invisible; you cross them in the dark.

			Before Johanssen told me about the job. Before I even walked into that warehouse—

			That moment in the opera house when I looked up and saw him: the future was set then.

			Somewhere in the Program’s security there is a loophole, and I will find it, and use it to put him in there. Because if I don’t someone else will, and they won’t watch his back.

			John Quillan – professional criminal, gangster, murderer – runs the Program.

			John Quillan wants him dead.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Day 2: Thursday

			Johanssen

			3.13 a.m., Thursday. A north London street in what they call an ‘up-and-coming area’, bars and estate agents slowly replacing the old pound shops and cheap clothing stores. A taxi took him part of the way here, and a night bus, but now he’s on foot: the usual drills. A sniper’s habit reduces the world to distances.

			Three metres to his left, a teenage couple huddle at a bus stop, their breath clouding the air around them. Eight metres right, a drunk zigzags down the opposite pavement, immune to the cold, then pauses with one hand against a wall and doubles. Johanssen keeps moving. Six paces take the man out of his field of vision. There’s the sound of vomiting, and above his head a CCTV camera swivels impassively to catch the action.

			No one is watching him.

			He’s seen her again. He’s spoken to her. Now he’s carrying that memory through the yellowish dark almost as if it’s an object in his hands, with weight and shape. Sometimes it’s fragile, precious – the light in her hair, the turn of her head – but never for long. He crosses a street, passes a row of houses, and it changes into something sharp, or corrosive, like the look in her eye the second after she saw him.

			He got it wrong, didn’t he? He thought it would be different, but he got it wrong.

			He cuts down a side road, turns right and walks until he comes to the first of the tall Victorian terraces. Less than five minutes from here the streets are crowded with builders’ skips, but the tide of gentri­fi­ca­tion hasn’t reached this one yet: there are too many buzzers on the entryphone panels, too many bins and broken bicycles and old sofas in front gardens, and the basement flat’s front door opens to a familiar smell of damp.

			Inside, the living room curtains are open and the outside security light is on. Beyond the glass doors the shadows of a plastic garden chair and a dead rose bush are knife-sharp. He closes the curtains and opens the doors to the bathroom and bedroom, switching lights on, checking windows, looking for any sign of disturbance. There’s nothing.

			He sits down in the only comfortable chair, the one that faces the TV, and thinks again of Karla in the opera house bar: Karla, in her green dress, her head tilted to one side, listening to the fat man, pretending not to be bored, the moment before she looked up and saw him.

			And there it is, the same fist-clench in his guts, as raw and immedi­ate as ever.

			And nothing’s changed.

			 

			Eight years ago. First meeting, if you can call it that: him in a chair with a bright light in his face, and her just a voice behind the light saying, ‘I can make you safe.’ Is that all it took, those words? Delivered at the point when he’d screwed up everything – proved the army right, lost his nerve, watched a man die screaming – when he was sleeping rough, shaving in public toilets, eating out of supermarket bins, avoiding daylight, scared to walk down a street in case John Quillan’s people spotted him and did to him what they’d done to the others. When carrying on living was no more than a reflex and a product of his training—

			I can make you safe.

			And she did: took every reference point in his past existence and wiped it off the map – wiped him clean – then pasted on a new ID, gave him an airline ticket, told him to run and not come back.

			Except he came back, though only when the men who knew what he did the night Terry Cunliffe died were all behind bars, or dead. Came back because it was the only way to put that night behind him: working for Fielding, all the difficult jobs, and every one of them clean and tight and tidy, no raw edges or loose ends or mess. No hesitation either – every job proof that he could hack it after all, that Spec Ops were wrong, that Cunliffe was a one-off, a bad night that caught him off guard, nothing to get worked up about. That the man who went to pieces wasn’t him.

			For every job he went to her for information.

			One day she stepped out from behind that light.

			And one day she gave him one of those rare swift almost-smiles of hers, and for a moment anything seemed possible; but then she turned away.

			You couldn’t hack it. You couldn’t hack it, Spec Ops knew, then Cunliffe proved them right. And one look at you eight years ago and she saw all of it. And she won’t forget.

			Until one day the only thing left to do was walk away. He had no idea then that it would take so long to come back. But he couldn’t return while she was still in his bloodstream, like a drug – while he still thought of her the way he did; still dreamed of her. So six months passed, then twelve, then eighteen. And slowly she ebbed out of his system, until his dreams were of all the old things: a man at a desk, a rooftop at night, that farmhouse. That was when he knew he should come back.

			The first thing he did, once he was sure it was safe, was try to reach her.

			The old phone number was answered by a man, a Scot whose voice he didn’t recognise. He hung up without speaking. She wasn’t at the old address either. But he still had an old code for a meeting, a place and a time. All he had to do was find her.

			And now he’s seen her. And it was all right, wasn’t it? He kept it professional.

			That’s right, you keep telling yourself that. Asking her all those questions when you already knew the answers, as if she wouldn’t notice. Talking just to keep her there. Stalling on that last big question, scared the answer would be no and the moment she said it there’d be nothing else to say.

			What did he think? That he’d come back and things would somehow be different? That he’d feel nothing?

			Or that she’d be pleased?

			She never even asked him where he’d been.

			So what does that leave him with now? The job? A hit in the Program?

			Even she can’t get him in there.

			 

			Night has tipped over into morning before he sleeps, and tonight he dreams one of the old dreams again. Though it is less of a dream, more of a memory.

			He’s in an office, standing to attention in front of a desk. Behind the desk a man in uniform sits, his hands clasped on top of a paper file.

			‘This is no reflection on your abilities,’ the man says, and at that point he wakes with the familiar deadweight in his stomach, the taste of failure in his mouth.

			His mobile’s ringing. He picks up – ‘Hello?’ – and Karla says, ‘I think I can find a way,’ and something inside him twists just at the sound of her voice.

			‘One thing,’ she says, and he can guess what’s coming. ‘John Quillan runs the Program.’

			‘He doesn’t know who I am.’

			There’s a short silence from Karla, then she says, ‘I’ll get back to you.’

			 

			‘Well?’ Fielding says. He’s angry – tight-shouldered in his expensive cashmere coat, his fists clenched beneath the cuffs, his seventy-year-old face all crags and lines. It’s as if he’s come here for answers, except there aren’t any. ‘Well?’ he says again, then, ‘Fuck you.’

			Johanssen digs his hands into his jacket pockets. It’s a cold pale day. They’re on a scrap of riverbank east of Woolwich. In front of them the Thames slides by, fast and grey: the tide’s turned. At their backs there’s a hoarding with a picture of neon-lit glass towers and behind that, a building site. Cranes pivot against the sky. It’s an exposed place: nothing to stop the wind slicing upriver, and too much sky.

			‘This is a joke,’ Fielding says. The old routine. ‘This is a fucking joke.’

			Johanssen says, ‘It’s just a recce. I go in, I look around, I come out. Forty-eight hours. That’s all.’

			‘I don’t believe this,’ Fielding says. ‘John Quillan runs the Program.’ As if he didn’t know right from the start, from the moment he first outlined the job, smoking his cigar in the dark of a Soho backroom, his smile oozing smugness: You’ll love this one, this one’s fucking Mission Impossible, the client’s out of their tiny mind. 

			Johanssen looks away.

			But Fielding’s stare is still locked on to him. ‘And what? You think there’s some statute of limitations operating in there? Or Quillan’s got amnesia, has he? After what happened to Terry Cunliffe, you think he’ll have forgotten?’

			‘He doesn’t know who I am,’ Johanssen says, then, ‘It’s just a recce. If it’s not safe I pull out.’

			Fielding says, ‘Safe? Course it’s not fucking safe. And how d’you think you’re going to pull out? It’s a prison, a fucking prison. You can’t just walk away.’

			A pair of gulls comes screaming overhead and on the building site something mechanical judders into life behind the hoarding, belching diesel fumes.

			Fielding mutters, ‘We should be using inside talent. Place is full of murderers, let one of them do it. Find a guy who’s just been sentenced, get to him before he goes in – someone with kids on the outside – we lift one, we make it clear how far we’re prepared to go—’

			The thought sickens him, but it’s irrelevant anyway. It isn’t going to happen. ‘I’m doing it,’ Johanssen says.

			Of course he is. He’s never failed a job. And still Fielding comes up with this stuff, reminding him how difficult it is, pretending to try to talk him out of it, because that’s what makes him want it, isn’t it? One day he’ll say, You can stop now. I’m already committed. He hasn’t, yet.

			‘And Karla? Can she get you in there?’

			‘She’s looking into it.’

			If Fielding’s pleased he doesn’t want to show it. He turns his head away.

			On the other side of the site a piledriver rams supports into the mud. Through a gap in the hoarding they watch.

			At last Johanssen says, ‘Have you got it?’

			But Fielding hasn’t finished yet. He says, ‘Why should I give it to you? You should be sitting this one out. This is the one you can’t deliver, and you know it. Everyone’s got a limit, son. Even you. But you don’t want to hear that, do you?’

			The piledriver cuts out.

			‘Have you got it?’ Johanssen says again.

			Fielding reaches into his coat, pulls out an envelope, pushes it into Johanssen’s hand. ‘What is it with you?’ he asks bitterly. ‘What the fuck is it?’ Then he says, as if it disgusts him, as if it goes against everything that’s right and proper, ‘It’s not even like you want the money.’

			The envelope is plain, brown, unmarked. Johanssen doesn’t open it. ‘What did they do?’ he asks.

			Fielding just says, ‘Something bad.’

			 

			He waits until he’s got the front door locked, the curtains tightly drawn, before he opens the envelope.

			It contains a single sheet: a photograph run out from a cheap domestic colour printer, on office paper. For a long time he just stares at it. Then he puts it back into the envelope. Within twenty minutes it will be out of his hands.

			The image sits in his mind, whole and perfect.

			For some reason he wasn’t expecting a woman.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Day 2: Thursday – Day 5: Sunday

			Karla

			I have a dinner party to go to on Thursday night – or Charlotte Alton does, though tonight she’s less than sparkling company. The envelope’s waiting for me when I get back to my apartment just gone eleven: the night porter catches my eye as I cross the lobby, and holds it out to me.

			Two glasses of wine evaporate from my bloodstream in the time it takes to ride the lift up to my floor. As soon as I’m through the front door I rip the seal and pull out the sheet of paper.

			She’s maybe thirty, slim, with hair the colour of pale butter, and in the photo she’s wearing a high-buttoned grey suit. It has an expensive look, and so does her hair: she could be a corporate lawyer, well bred, locked down. Her smile is like armour.

			I swear I know that face.

			There’s no accompanying name, no background details, just the picture.

			What did she do, this closed-down rich girl? Why does someone want her dead?

			But it’s simple: she’s a convicted criminal, like everyone else in the Program, and at some point her face has been splashed across tabloids and TV screens. Less than a second and my imagination has assembled a front page: alongside the photo the word MONSTER! stands out in eighty-point capitals.

			Revenge hit, it has to be. Payback for some gangland betrayal? Or victim’s family. One or the other. Odd that Fielding hasn’t given a name, though. We should have more than this.

			Hands on the keyboard. Our dialogue, stripped of its origins, bounces through proxy servers on three continents. My lack of jargon marks me as an outsider but I don’t let it bother me these days, and if it bothers Finn, Finn never says.

			<finn>

			The answer comes back almost instantly.

			<K?>

			I read surprise into that. Over the last year Finn, like many in my network, has become used to dealing with Craigie.

			<exploit 4 U Private job Usual $ Inmates Program secure facility Get details Names FACES Hists RSVP me only>

			We can’t hack the system, but we don’t need to. All we need is a copy of the data.

			A pause. Finn is thinking about this, or the servers are running slow.

			<ddline?>

			<asap>

			<let u no> Finn’s standard response. It used to annoy me. But it’s not like it is in the movies; this could take days, weeks. Finn has no idea. I’ll let you know is as much as I’m ever going to get.

			I sever the connection and sit back in my chair.

			I spoke to Fielding again this afternoon, pushed for details about the client, but they’re nameless too: Fielding has rules about ­anonymity. ‘They’ve come with references’ is all he’d say this time. Some­one else, someone he’s done business with and trusts, has vouched for them; again he wouldn’t say who. Then he asked me if I knew how I was going to get Johanssen into the Program, and I stonewalled right back at him: said I was working on it. Trust is a two-way street and we’re not on it. In fact I’ve spent my day locating the man who’ll be my key to this, though he’ll never know. The prime candidate’s image is staring from my screen right now. Later I will go back through his life, hunting for any reason to rule him out, but for now I’m content to leave him there, though he committed crimes I don’t want to contemplate . . . I think back to the woman in Johanssen’s picture. mONSTER. They’d make a lovely couple.

			Just then the digital clock in the office blinks from 23:59 to 00:00. Today is Friday.

			It’s time I talked to Craigie.

			 

			I never meant to get into this life. Some things just happen.

			I got involved with Thomas Drew before I knew what he was, or what he did; you can do that when you’re twenty-three and innocent. He had a clever mind, smooth hands, the liquid gaze of a charlatan, and a self-belief I’ve never seen in anyone else, before or since. We met at a party in Kensington; two hours later we were in bed.

			A week passed before I asked him what he did. The sign outside his office just read DREW. ‘Investigations,’ he said, and smiled.

			A month after I came to work for him – routine surveillance, basic IT, answering the phone – I realised what he was really doing: the network he was building, and its clientele.

			A year later and I knew it better than he did.

			He had an accountant: Alex Craigie. Thirty going on fifty, dark-suited, tight-lipped. I always assumed he didn’t like me much. My ally was Robbie: a Staffordshire bull terrier of a man, solidly built, genetically loyal, dangerous in a scrap. He’d been a foot soldier with one of the old East End crime families but gave that life up when his wife died, leaving him with a seven-year-old son to raise. He was Drew’s man for driving and surveillance, occasionally muscle. He and I once kissed in a car during a surveillance op, in those very early days; it was for entirely professional reasons, but when I want to embarrass him, I still remind him of that.

			Then one day we couldn’t find Drew anywhere. Information he’d supplied for a bank job had turned out bad, two men were dead – shot by police – and a notable London gangster was on his way to discuss the consequences.

			Drew had fled.

			Robbie told me to get out of there. I sent him home, to his son. I expected Craigie to vanish too – slide a bundle of financials into his briefcase and walk away – but to his credit, when I decided to hold my ground, he stayed.

			We have not always agreed, then or since, but a year ago, when I decided it was time to trust someone else with the day-to-day running of the network – minimise risk, get myself a life – there was only Craigie. He knows my sources, he pays my suppliers, he insulates me from my clients. He ensures my invisibility, keeps my hands clean, keeps me safe. Keeps me away from people like Simon Johanssen. That’s the theory, anyway.

			 

			It’s dark at the back of the warehouse when I arrive on Friday, but I know my way. I know every one of our locations; I scouted them all myself. So I enter almost soundlessly, past the man on watch – just a faint creak from the door, the softest shuffle of a footstep. Still Craigie turns and frowns. When he sees me his narrow face angles a little to one side – curiosity, calculation? – but he says nothing. Right now it’s someone else’s turn for questions.

			In front of us, and separated from us by a bank of bright lights pointing straight at him, a tall man in his early sixties sits head down, elbows on knees, hands hanging limp. He’s slim, his grey hair well cut, his clothes casually expensive. Handsome in a hawkish kind of way; in a TV drama he’d play the upright patriarch, the ageing general leading his men into one last battle. But this place and every­thing it took to get here – the hood, the van, the searches – has eroded his dignity: his face is pouchy and lined, and he’s sweating. Through the pricey aftershave I can smell his despair.

			‘I resigned,’ he says. ‘I simply felt that it was time to move on.’ But his voice quavers.

			‘You resigned, Mr Hamilton? You weren’t asked to step aside while something nasty was brushed under the carpet?’ Craigie’s kept his son-of-the-manse demeanour along with his East Kilbride accent. At times like these I can believe there’s not one chip of pity buried in his flinty soul. ‘You’ll have to do better than that.’

			The man says nothing. He must realise this is part of the price to be paid. But Craigie isn’t doing it out of cruelty. Disclosure: we always insist on disclosure. We have to be sure what we’re dealing with.

			Craigie says, ‘Let’s run over the story, shall we? You stepped down from your position with no wrongdoing, no blame attached, not a stain on your record and a nice pension to boot. You have no dirty secrets and no one’s blackmailing you. Yet you’ve come here offering a lot of money in return for a new life. People only do that when they’re running, Mr Hamilton. The question is, what are you running from?’ He pauses. ‘Well?’

			I don’t even hear the answer.

			Eight years ago I was in another warehouse just like this one, but the man in the chair with the light in his face was Simon Johanssen.

			 

			Clean shaven, brown hair. Dressed casually, in greys and blacks. Tidy, too: you wouldn’t have guessed that he’d been living rough. Trace evidence that he’d been in a fight – scabbed knuckles, fading bruises to his face – but none of the bulky bravado of the self-proclaimed hard man. Nothing flashy or distinctive either. Mister Nobody. You wouldn’t look twice.

			He’d been hooded, searched, thrown into the back of an unmarked van with untraceable plates and driven across London. He had a price on his head. He should have been sweating, and he wasn’t.

			‘You have to tell us everything,’ I said. ‘Complete disclosure is vital.’

			Except that I didn’t need him to tell me what he was running from. I already knew. Everyone knew.

			Of course I’d read his file.

			Born in Salford, onto a working-class street. Father a Swedish ex-sailor who liked to drink and use his fists – there were drunk-and-­disorderly arrests, ‘domestic incidents’ at the damp little house he grew up in, before his mother decided she’d had enough. (He was six when she left, but she didn’t take him with her.) Then the patchy school attendance, the poor grades. There should have been a record of juvenile crime too – minor theft, that sort of thing – but even back then he was smart enough never to get caught.

			And after that, the army records. Squaddie, then sniper. Service in the Middle East. Commendations for courage under fire. The army saved him, didn’t it? Gave him family, structure, discipline, self-respect. Showed him what he could become, if he wanted it badly enough. And he wanted it.

			It ended with selection for ‘additional training’. The euphemism for some branch of Special Ops, tucked into a dark corner between British intelligence and the MoD: people disappear into it and they don’t always come out. But Johanssen did. Five months away from his unit – a scatter of codes in his file – and then he returned to standard combat duties. No mention of why; he said he didn’t know.

			Soon after he returned to his unit, he quit.

			The records ended there. Nothing on the months he spent adrift. Nothing on the drink with a friend of a friend in a London pub. Nothing on his recruitment into the gangster Charlie Ross’s private army. And nothing on the first job Johanssen was sent on, in the company of three others: to abduct a man called Terry Cunliffe, and send a message to his boss.

			When I asked Johanssen what happened, all he said was, ‘It went wrong.’ But for the first time since they’d taken the hood off him I saw a flicker of emotion, something in his eyes and mouth, something that might have been shame.

			It wasn’t enough, not to make up for what happened to Terry Cunliffe. I looked at him and thought, You’re going to die.

			 

			‘Fraud,’ Craigie says, and he shakes his head. He doesn’t believe a word of it.

			We’ve moved into a small room with the windows boarded: it holds two uncomfortable chairs and a desk. Hamilton’s gone, hooded and hustled out of sight. I can make out faint clinks and scrapes and rattles as someone takes down the lights.

			‘So who is he?’ I ask.

			‘William Arthur Hamilton. Worked for Hopeland, the med­ical giant. He was the contracts man. “Director of Collaborative Ventures”. Four million flu jabs? Government quarantine facility for biowarfare casualties? You went to him. Lots of offshore work and private contracts, but Whitehall jobs too.’ Craigie’s mouth is tight and humourless.

			‘Plenty of room for fraud there.’

			Craigie gives another neat decisive shake of the head. ‘There’s more to it than that. He’s not just been lining his own pockets, taking aid money for vaccines that never existed. He’s too scared.’ He smiles, a brief sardonic smile. ‘Maybe he’s been accepting bribes from some nasty little regime to ship something he wasn’t supposed to. Maybe he didn’t deliver. Whatever he’s done, he thinks they’re coming after him. Or why demand the safe house?’

			‘He’s not keen to share.’

			‘He’ll change his mind. Give me a week and we’ll have it out of him.’ Craigie has a ruthless streak: in his dark suit and coat he looks like a small-town undertaker, but he’s a predator. But then his hard black eyes latch on to me. ‘You know I’d have preferred it if you hadn’t come.’

			We meet once a week, every Friday without fail, to run through the latest developments in the business. Usually the meeting takes place at my apartment, Craigie with a briefcase of bogus financial paper­work to back up the story that he’s some sort of financial adviser to me. But once in a while I ask to sit in on an interview. Just to keep my hand in? Or out of boredom? I don’t know. Charlotte Alton is my real name, the name I was born with. But for a long time she was just a cover, and even now, for all my efforts, I’m still not convinced she’s real. She lives only just enough to maintain her own fiction. She moves among people who accept her at face value and wouldn’t dream of asking personal questions. She is a pleasant companion, an easy conversationalist; she can be relied upon to support charitable causes, and can be seated next to awkward dinner guests. But if she were to disappear from the face of the earth tomorrow, how many people would notice?

			I stepped back from the running of the network to build myself a normal life. A year on, and I don’t have one yet. So sometimes I come to stand at the back of the room – hidden behind the lights, saying nothing. Still Craigie doesn’t like it.

			‘You’re doing a fine job,’ I say.

			‘But you wanted to make sure.’

			‘Nothing like that.’

			‘And you don’t know Hamilton.’

			It’s true, Hamilton could easily be one of Charlotte Alton’s tribe. We might have rubbed shoulders in a theatre or a concert hall. He’s the type: affluent, well connected . . . but he’s a stranger. I shake my head. ‘It’s just a site visit.’

			Craigie purses his lips. ‘Your coming here exposes you to—’

			‘If it’s safe enough for you, it’s safe enough for me.’

			Craigie’s look tells me that’s not how he sees it. That look’s like a little jab at me. But isn’t this what I pay him for? To be cautious, and conservative, and risk-averse. To pay as much attention to the details as I would myself. It still irritates.

			I swallow it. We have business to discuss.

			‘So what have you got for me?’ I ask, and we begin.

			An approach from a Russian group: well capitalised, but their internal security seems based largely on excessive and bloody ­violence; we’ll turn them away. A new Japanese intelligence source that looks secure: Craigie will check him out. An upgraded firewall at a European bank but we have a contact in the software developers. And on, and on . . . Craigie’s narrow face creases with concentration as he pulls the facts out of his memory: potential clients, potential sources, potential threats. He’s trained himself never to make notes.

			It’s only when we’re done – when Craigie stands and dusts down his coat – that I say, ‘You remember Simon Johanssen.’

			His expression says it all. Of course he does.

			‘He’s been in touch,’ I say.

			Instantly his gaze sharpens. ‘With you? How did he contact you?’

			Calmly, as if it’s nothing that need trouble us: ‘The opera. Last night.’

			‘He approached you? In public?’

			‘We were careful. No one saw.’

			‘But he knew to find you there.’ And then, more quietly, almost to himself: ‘This was always going to happen—’

			He breaks off. He’s said enough. Already the old argument’s filling the air between us. On everyone who’s seen my face, everyone who can identify me, we hold incriminating information, and we make sure they know it. All except Johanssen.

			Finally he asks, ‘So what did he want?’

			‘The usual. An ID for a job.’ I pause. ‘It’s in the Program.’

			Craigie gapes.

			‘He asked if I could get him in there. As an inmate, temporarily.’

			‘You said no.’

			‘I said I’d look into it.’

			‘He’d need an inmate ID. It can’t be done.’

			I let the moment play out. ‘It can’t,’ he says again. So I tell him.

			 

			Ryan Jackson is thirty-five, though he looks older in the photo I’ve got. He was born in Britain but moved to the US at the age of twenty-seven – drawn to LA for all the wrong reasons. He shacked up with a local girl, a waitress, and for a while succeeded in evading the attention of US Immigration. Succeeded, that is, until the girl got sick of him and dumped him for another guy; at which point he went to her home, shot the guy, sawed off his head, placed the corpse in a chair with its back to the door and then waited for the girl to turn up. She let herself in and crossed to the chair, with no idea of what was waiting for her. 

			Afterwards he shot her too. It took her six hours to die; he sat watching throughout. He later told police she’d had it coming.

			When they asked about the boyfriend he just shrugged.

			He must have had a good lawyer: California has the death penalty, but he’s serving a life sentence in Victorville Penitentiary.

			Ryan Jackson is scum of the lowest order. But he’s in the right age range, he’s the right height, and his physical resemblance to Johanssen is close enough.

			 

			Craigie’s shaking his head. ‘And he comes to the Program why?’ he demands. ‘Visiting friends?’

			‘Our story will be that he’s got links to US organised crime. He’s got information. Which he’s offered to share on condition he gets a transfer out of the US and into the Program. The US authorities will ask for UK co-operation on this: their man in the Program for three weeks, to see if he’ll crack. But officially in that time he remains a US prisoner, a US responsibility, who’s entered the Program of his own free will. Effectively he’s a volunteer. So he never shows up on the Program inmate system. Ryan Jackson gives us the complete story: why Johanssen has to go in there, why he has to keep in touch with us while he’s in there, why he walks out at the end.’

			‘When Ryan Jackson goes back to California.’ For a moment Craigie sounds bitterly impressed.

			‘It’ll be like he never left.’

			‘And Jackson has no UK criminal associates?’

			I shake my head. ‘Not as far as I can see. Though I’ll keep looking.’

			‘He’ll need a chaperone.’ Then something clicks behind his eyes. ‘Whitman. You phoned him before you came here. That’s why you were late.’

			Mike Whitman’s an intelligence contractor, a tall dyspeptic American with a faint Alabama twang to his accent and thirty years’ experience of working the US system – fifteen of them behind a CIA desk. He knows me as Laura Pressinger, has done for years; he’s not entirely sure who Laura’s people are – she doesn’t go in for business cards – but they’re definitely intelligence community. She’s legit. But occasionally she needs help from someone with a US passport, an inside knowledge of US intelligence and a willingness to look the other way.

			Whitman inhabits a grey world where anything can be fixed with the right contacts and plausible paperwork, and where some form of double-dealing is standard business practice. Add to that a late first marriage eight months ago to a beautiful French girl and a move to Paris – at her insistence – and Whitman’s cut off from the contractor honeypots of Washington and Langley. He has money worries. He wants the work. When I told him what I wanted he said drily, ‘You’re still doing that James Bond shit, Laura,’ and I replied, ‘You’d be disappointed if I wasn’t,’ and he laughed, but not like he meant it.

			He’s catching the Eurostar from Gare du Nord today.

			‘If anyone can make this look good, it’s Whitman,’ I say.

			‘And Washington?’ Craigie asks. ‘US Department of Justice playing along with this? One phone call is all it will take.’

			‘We can give Johanssen enough paperwork in the UK system to go through on the nod. It’ll be on all the right desks by Monday. This sort of thing, everyone just wants to make sure their arses are covered. And they will be. Johanssen turns up with an escort and they’ll be expecting him.’

			‘Three weeks, you said. Where did that come from?’ The smart question, as ever.

			‘It’s all we need.’

			He says, ‘Or that’s how long you reckon you’ve got before someone calls Washington. And does Johanssen know the risks? If anyone looks hard at this – or if anyone does make that call to Washington while he’s in there—’

			‘Of course I’ll tell him.’

			‘But he’ll do it anyway, won’t he?’ He shakes his head. Then, more quietly, he says, ‘It’s a hit in a prison, Karla,’ and I know ­exactly what he means. It could be a trap.

			‘Fielding’s checked out the client. And Fielding’s a shit, but I trust him not to risk his best asset. I checked the Met too: if someone in Organised Crime’s running a sting operation to catch a hit man, no one’s heard a whisper. In any case, does this look like a sting to you? You don’t make traps this difficult to walk into.’

			‘And you? What about the risks to you?’

			‘There is no risk to me.’

			‘Karla, a year ago we agreed—’

			I know what we agreed. ‘It’s one job,’ I say firmly, ‘nothing else. Just one.’

			For a moment Craigie’s silent, looking down at the floor. He says quietly, ‘You can’t be part of this.’

			‘I already am. He came to me. He’s my responsibility.’

			‘Why, Karla? What makes him so special?’

			But I don’t have an answer.

			I think he’s done, but at the door – briefcase in one gloved hand, the other on the door handle – he pauses and looks back, and his pale narrow face is tight with disapproval.

			‘Think carefully about Simon Johanssen,’ he says. ‘Isn’t he un­reliable?’

			I know why he says it. But every job Johanssen’s ever done has been clean. Except for the first. Except for Terry Cunliffe.

			 

			Terry Cunliffe: forties, a little overweight, round-faced, permanently cheerful. A decent guy. He worked for John Quillan, small time, and maybe four or five times a year he came to me, his master’s emissary for minor trades – a request for information, or something to sell. He wasn’t tough and he wasn’t brave but he suffered the indignities of our security procedures with gentle good humour. I liked him. I liked him a lot, though I never let him see my face.

			Terry was a nobody until John Quillan went to war with Charlie Ross, and Terry became a target.

			And Simon Johanssen was a nobody too, an ex-squaddie on the streets, until Charlie Ross recruited him and sent him after Terry; though he was only there to make up the numbers, in case there was trouble.

			The trouble didn’t materialise. Terry was alone.

			They put him in a car and drove him to a remote farmhouse. After that things ran out of control. Before the night was over Terry was dead. Not the clean way, though; not the bullet-to-the-head way.

			By the time Johanssen got to me, events had taken a predictable course. The three other men who’d escorted Terry to the farmhouse were dead too – two in a quarry, one in a burned-out car on a country lane – killed on the orders of Terry’s boss John Quillan. All three had been tortured before they died.

			Johanssen would be next.

			He didn’t know that I knew Terry. He’d simply come to me to disappear. He had no reason to lie, no reason to know that when I said, ‘Complete disclosure is vital,’ I was bracing myself to hear about the last, horrific hours of a man I knew and liked. But I had to know. Knowing what happened would justify what was to come. The moment when I told him, I’m sorry, we can’t help you. The moment when we put him back out there, unprotected, and turned away while Quillan’s people closed in.

			Complete disclosure is vital. Of course I thought I knew it all already. It turned out I was wrong.

			 

			We made him disappear. We went through his life, piece by piece: his National Insurance number, National Health number, tax reference code; every place he’d ever lived, every school he’d ever attended, every job he’d ever done. We took his passport, his bank details, his credit cards, his driving licence. And we wiped him from the record.

			Craigie didn’t understand what we were doing. Ironic, since he found the clue when we were stripping out the last of the physical evi­dence, deleting every little scrap of Simon Johanssen’s past: an MoD memo referring to a set of psychological test results from the very end of that Special Ops training. The memo itself was in opaque military jargon but in the margin someone had scribbled, ‘Unreliable.’

			Craigie saw that word and thought, This man’s a psycho, ticking like a bomb. But Craigie wasn’t in the room that night. He didn’t hear the story. He doesn’t know that there are other kinds of unreliable, and Johanssen’s one of them.

			It doesn’t make him less dangerous; some would argue it makes him more so. I understood that at that time. Still, I had to let him live.

			I deleted Simon Johanssen’s past, then sent a message to the squat where he was holed up. In less than fifteen minutes he’d gone, as if he’d never been there. Within twenty-four hours he was out of the country, on a fake ID that he would abandon shortly afterwards in Tunis. And that was the end of it; that’s what I thought.

			I didn’t know that he’d be coming back; and coming back a different man.

			 

			At 9.54 on Saturday night my safe phone rings.

			Robbie’s East End accent: ‘He’s on his way. With you in six.’ He sounds peeved: it beats him how anyone manages to get so close without being spotted.

			At ten on the dot Johanssen arrives at my apartment. I hesitated before giving him the address, but he had it already. Of course he did.

			Tonight he has the scrubbed carbolic cleanness of a man who doesn’t spend time on how he looks, but that’s an illusion. He’s studied hard to make himself a blank canvas, edit out any element of his appearance that might snag on the memory, and now his anonymity is perfect. He could be anyone.

			And before twenty-four hours is up he’ll be someone else again: wearing different clothes, shackled to a different past, answering to a different name.

			So few people can do what he’s about to do. Most can’t cope with the discipline of it all, the loss of contact with their own lives. They become restless, and then they start to break the rules, out of carelessness or frustration. But not men like him: for them, the shift from one life to the next is nothing more than taking off one jacket and putting on another.

			Some of this is the result of sheer willpower. But some of it is down to isolation. He cut all ties with his family years ago. He has few associates and no close friends. He sleeps alone.

			Perhaps that’s what makes it so easy for him: because he has so little life to miss.

			 

			‘You’re going in as a man called Ryan Jackson, British born but US resident, and down for life in Victorville Penitentiary, California: murder, two counts. We’re going to borrow his ID.’ I push a paper file across the coffee table to where Johanssen sits. Immediately he starts to flick through it. It contains everything I’ve managed to glean about Jackson’s life. There are even photos of the girlfriend, as she was when she first met Jackson, and then afterwards, as the police found her. The wounds are shocking, but he just blinks three times, rapidly, then turns the page without a word. He’s seen it all before.

			‘Your escort is an American contractor called Whitman. He knows you’re not Jackson. That’s all he does know. He doesn’t know why you’re going in, and he won’t ask. How long do you need for a recce?’

			Johanssen doesn’t glance up from the file. ‘Forty-eight hours.’

			‘All right. When forty-eight hours is up, Whitman will get you pulled out for a little chat. At that point you get to choose: stay out or go back in.’

			‘How long have we got, all told?’

			‘From first entry to final exit? I reckon three weeks, after which he pulls you out of there permanently. Is three weeks enough?’

			He gives the ghost of a shrug: it’ll have to do.

			‘And in that time we need to keep you as low profile as possible. If anyone gets restless, starts asking questions, we’ll get you out, but there’s always a danger with these—’

			‘I know,’ he says.

			‘Whitman will also give you a number you can reach him on, any time, day or night. If you have a problem, call him saying you’re ready to talk and he’ll get you lifted.’

			‘There won’t be a problem,’ he says.

			I push a second file towards him – ‘The Program,’ I say. ‘Run by a private security concern and ruled by John Quillan.’ I lean forward in my seat, willing him to meet my gaze. ‘He’ll wonder who you are.’

			He doesn’t look up. ‘I’m Ryan Jackson,’ he says. As if that’s an end to it.

			Of course. Only Charlie Ross could ID him, and Charlie Ross is dead.

			He begins to read, and while he reads I watch him.

			He doesn’t seem to resent my scrutiny, though he must be aware of it. But he’s a sniper, with a sniper’s overdeveloped ability to focus, and right now he’s directing it towards the man he’s about to become and the place he’s about to go. Once in a while he leans back and closes his eyes, reviewing the information, replaying it to himself. Some­times his hands move fractionally as he does so, and the scars on his knuckles shine in the light.

			 

			Another empty room, same set of lights. Simon Johanssen again, but two years later. Terry Cunliffe’s horrific death reduced to the scar tissue of memory. John Quillan and Charlie Ross both behind bars, unlikely to get out.

			Johanssen had a different name this time. He worked for Fielding, and he wanted information. We’d brought him in with all the usual precautions: black plates on the van, a hood over his head. This time we kept the hood on.

			I stood before his chair and said, ‘Remember me?’

			For ten seconds he didn’t move. Then he said, ‘I never got your name last time.’

			‘Karla,’ I said. ‘You can call me Karla.’

			‘A spy’s name,’ he said.

			‘George Smiley’s nemesis.’ I hadn’t pictured him reading Le Carré.

			‘Who?’ he said.

			‘Nothing. So,’ I said, ‘you want information.’

			It was for a hit.

			That was where we began again, though for another two years after that we only ever met in empty rooms, with the light between us: me in shadow and invisible, him in the glare and blind – but always quiet, patient, reticent, polite, sitting very still under those lights, only ever asking the necessary questions; never pushing at the boundaries of our relationship, never presuming anything.

			Four years ago I let him see my face.

			He specialises in the difficult jobs, the technical ones, the ones requiring care and patience, with a high degree of risk; his record is unbroken. And he has rules, though it took me time to work them out. He doesn’t talk about them.

			Some like to watch the aftermath. They sit through the customary four-second frozen silence in order to see the horror unfolding on the onlookers’ faces, the mouths stretching into screams; see them clutching at each other as they flail for cover. He isn’t one of them.

			Some accept that collateral damage – a bystander down, a little extra blood on the pavement – is an occupational hazard. He isn’t one of them either.

			And some will loose off a second bullet into the chaos, even though the job’s over. Just for fun. Their treat. To him they are sick. He is careful with the lives of others.

			His targets never know and never suffer, even the ones who might deserve to: the gangster with a taste for torture, the woman who trafficks children into the sex trade, the paedophile who’s walked free on a technicality. That’s the narrow focus of Johanssen’s morality: not whether they die – someone else has decided that – but how.

			Does this make him a good man, or a hypocrite? I’m not sure. I live in a world where there are few good people. Perhaps I have no frame of reference.

			Craigie’s baffled by him still. He’s said it more than once: ‘Any sane person would have had screaming nightmares after what happened to Cunliffe. Simon Johanssen just got better at what he did.’

			He’s right: in six years Johanssen’s only ever been efficient, ­methodical, professional, each hit clean and perfect.

			But still I can’t help wondering if the man who fled that farmhouse after Terry Cunliffe died – the man the army branded unreliable – is sitting before me now.

			He just won’t let me see it.

			 

			He has a version of the Program map in front of him – there are landmarks he must memorise, refuges he may need if this goes wrong – and he’s scanning it for details when I say, ‘If you have a problem, get to a phone. Call Whitman. He’ll get you lifted as soon as possible. But there are restrictions. The patrols?’

			Without taking his eyes off the map he says, ‘Snatch Land Rovers, three-man crews, armed.’

			‘Officially they circulate day and night. But at night the Program goes into a sort of lockdown. Gates are closed. Patrols go back to their secure bases and on the whole they stay there.’ I lean forward. ‘You have a problem, get out by six. Because after that you’re in there until morning.’

			Johanssen nods, still doesn’t look up from his map.

			‘As for the target, we’re still awaiting access to inmate records. We may get in within the next few days, we may not, so there’s a chance you’ll go in without knowing—’

			‘It doesn’t matter. All I’m doing is a recce.’

			‘Fielding say what she did?’

			‘Just something bad.’

			‘That’s all?’ 

			He shrugs.

			Not murder, though. We would have found her; she would have made the news, would have left a dirty smear across the media and the Internet. The women always do. But I’ve searched through trial reports and wanted lists and even the specialist true-crime websites, and there’s no sign of her.

			‘I can’t find her,’ I say. He doesn’t reply.

			‘Johanssen, checking her out is due diligence.’

			For the first time he looks up at me. His eyes – a bleak North Sea grey in this light, though I know they are blue – are very clear.

			‘It’s only a recce,’ he says.

			 

			It’s after three on Sunday morning when he leaves. As soon as he’s gone I walk into my office and begin to destroy the files. I’ve discreetly tapped into my building’s security camera network, and so the live CCTV feed on the office screen picks Johanssen up as he crosses the ground-floor lobby, nodding to the night porter. He walks out through the front doors and into the night, an anonymous figure in a dark coat. Mister Nobody. You wouldn’t look twice.

			I go back to the main window expecting to see his dark shape crossing the walkways, but he’s already vanished.

			The phone rings. Robbie. ‘Tail him?’ he asks.

			I say, ‘Don’t bother.’

			 

			Someone wants a woman dead; wants it badly enough to pay through the nose for it. They’ve read the reports on the Internet – read about the Program’s sports facilities and training opportunities, its small-business initiatives and its restaurant – and believed every word. Now they want the punishment to fit the crime, whatever it was . . . I’ve put away her picture, but still it seems to float in the air before me: the young woman with a smile you can’t get past. Yet again I’m back at that imaginary front page, that screaming headline. What’s she done? And why can’t I find her?

			The phone rings a second time. Craigie this time, on a secure landline. He doesn’t talk on mobiles: risk, again. For half a second I wonder if Robbie’s not the only one who’s been watching – if Craigie’s had my building under surveillance too, has seen Johanssen leaving, and now he’s going to have one last try at wrenching control of this from me.

			Then he says, ‘Karla?’ and the tension in his voice tells me it’s something else entirely.

			 

			Most of my clients may be criminals, but by and large we make our bargains and we stick to them: I get them what they want, and they pay me. Few get to see my face, and on those that do I try to make sure I’ve enough information to wreck their lives comprehensively and for ever. Still, there is between us something like trust.

			But for five years and eight months I’ve worked for another client: a client I can’t afford to trust, a client I’ve never met, never spoken to, never communicated with except untraceably. A client who doesn’t even know me as Karla, and who has never paid me.

			His name is Peter Laidlaw, he works for British intelligence, and through the fog of my own shock Craigie is telling me that the night before last, with a terminal diagnosis in his pocket, he threw himself under a train.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Day 5: Sunday

			Powell

			Home, but with no sense of homecoming.

			The call on Saturday morning. ‘Something’s come up. You’re booked on a flight.’ Thea, dressed as a fairy, had a lunchtime party to go to; was engaged in complex negotiations with her mother over the wearing of wings with her coat. He hugged her before she left, inhaled her strawberry smell, wondered tightly how long he might be away. Promised himself, Not long, though he knew it was a promise he was in no position to make.

			The 18.15 flight out of Dulles, the short transatlantic night – a little over seven hours in the air – and then the touchdown at Heathrow: 06.20 GMT but winter dark, the runway lights winking across the tarmac, the airport corridors lit a washed-out low-voltage grey, the smell of the flight clinging to him like the aftermath of an illness. His body clock was still on Eastern Standard Time, and he hadn’t slept a wink.

			There was a driver waiting for him with a sign. ‘Hotel?’ he asked – he’d have liked a shower before they got started – but the man said, ‘Straight to the office, if that’s all right, sir,’ and he nodded, because he expected as much.

			 

			Now they’re in the Long Room, the room overlooking the inner courtyard, its windows with their one-way glass baffled to guard against listening devices, the door reinforced so as soon as it’s closed no sound leaks in from the rest of the building – or out. Just him and the Section Chief, and between them a Sunday-morning pot of coffee and a plate of synthetic-looking pastries that ought to make things better but don’t.

			‘Laidlaw,’ the Section Chief says. ‘Peter Laidlaw.’ He adds sharply, ‘You know the name?’

			Powell shakes his head. The name means nothing.

			The Section Chief pushes a file across the table, two inches of paperwork; either Laidlaw is old, or he’s been busy. Powell flicks it open. Old, says the photograph in front of him. Early seventies, at a guess. He scans the page. SIS, a Moscow Man, an agent handler; one of the old Sov Bloc master race, retired. Compromised – the ­assumption’s automatic – and then, How badly? Very badly, if they’ve brought him back from Washington. He looks back at the file.

			Peter Laidlaw has been retired for years. Any secrets he could give up would be old secrets.

			You wouldn’t have brought me back for that.

			The Section Chief sits back in his chair and folds his arms, turning his head sideways towards the courtyard. He looks uncomfortable.

			Powell asks, ‘What’s he done?’

			The Section Chief says, ‘Where were you five years ago?’

			‘Here.’

			Here in an office down the corridor with no name on the door. Here among the clean-up agents of the intelligence and security worlds: the janitors. Three years into the job. One year into his marriage. Thea a bright promise in the future. Everything possible.

			‘Five years and eight months ago Peter Laidlaw turned up on the doorstep of Thames House with a plastic bag and refused to go away.’

			Thames House: home of MI5, by Lambeth Bridge. Wrong building. Peter Laidlaw was SIS. But he didn’t go to his own, to the place where someone would have vouched for him. ‘Why not Vauxhall Cross? Why—’

			The Section Chief says crisply, ‘Those were his instructions.’

			‘Instructions from . . . ?’

			The Section Chief gives him a look. ‘You sure you don’t know about this?’ And Powell wonders, not for the first time, if that’s why they sent him to Washington after all. Because he’d handled one too many cases? Because he knew too much?

			‘Positive.’

			The Section Chief says, ‘He sat in an office for two hours demand­ing to speak to an officer out of G Branch. He wouldn’t go away. In the end they sent someone down just to get rid of him.’ The Section Chief pauses.
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