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ONE


‘I need your help.’


Terence Cooper sat bolt upright in his office on the third floor of the British embassy in Washington DC and gripped the phone hard. He recognised the voice on the other end of the line instantly. They’d spent more than twenty years working together at MI6, often operating on the same teams in the same dark, hostile corners of the earth.


A long time ago now, Cooper thought.


‘Charles?’ he almost-whispered. ‘Is that you? What the—’


‘There’s no time,’ Charles Street interrupted. ‘Listen, I think I’ve found something. Something big.’


Cooper hesitated. A hundred questions pinballed around inside his head. He wondered what Street had been doing for the past six years. Where he lived now. If he’d ever remarried. Then he detected the note of anxiety in his friend’s voice and decided the small talk could wait.


‘How big, exactly?’ he asked.


‘On a scale of one to ten? Nuclear.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘I wouldn’t be calling you if I wasn’t.’ Street paused for a beat. ‘I need your help, Terry.’


‘Are you in trouble?’


‘No,’ Street replied. ‘Not yet. But this thing is too big to keep to myself. I need another pair of eyes on it, and I don’t know who else to turn to. You’re still in the loop at Vauxhall. I need your advice.’


Cooper shifted his considerable weight in his executive leather chair. ‘And I presume that whatever it is you’ve discovered, you don’t wish to discuss it over the phone.’


‘No.’


‘Then we should meet. When are you next in town, old boy?’


‘I’m here now,’ Street said. ‘My flight got in last night.’


‘You should have told me.’


‘I am. What are you up to now?’


‘Nothing that can’t be shifted. Not for an old friend.’


‘I’ll be there in thirty minutes,’ Street said.


 


Twenty-eight minutes later, Charles Street stepped out of the rented Toyota Corolla into the oppressive heat of DC in July. He snatched up the brown A4 envelope lying on the passenger seat, hit the lock button on the key fob and made his way up Observatory Circle. A hundred metres away stood the main security gatehouse, situated on the eastern side of the grounds of the British embassy. The air was so hot and heavy he felt like he was wading through a swamp. DC in the summer, thought Street.


The damn weather.


A one-lane driveway led down past the gatehouse into the embassy parking lot. The driveway was reinforced with a red-and-white arm barrier and a flashing traffic light and a load of stop signs. Beyond it there was an automatic road blocker mounted on a hydraulic platform, designed to stop vehicles dead in their tracks. Street approached the sentry hut and handed over his passport to the duty officer inside. The guy gave him an inquiring look and made a big show of studying his ID, as if he’d just received special intelligence that Isis had gone on a recruitment drive with greying, fifty-something white men wearing cheap suits. He checked Street’s name against something on his computer screen. A list of approved visitors, Street guessed. Then the guard handed back his passport and waved him through with a grunt.


The chancery building loomed directly in front of Street, a seven-floor rectangular slab of concrete and glass that looked like the regional office of a big accountancy firm. An architectural afterthought. Most passing tourists associated the British embassy with the Ambassador’s Residence, the Georgian pad overlooking Massachusetts Avenue, but Street knew the real action went on deep inside the drab chancery situated to the north-west. Within those walls dozens of embassy staff were hard at work, keeping tabs on assets, monitoring safe houses and feeding int back to the brains trust at MI6. Street knew all this, because he’d once worked in that same building.


Back when I still had a career to speak of.


Before everything turned to shit.


He’d joined Six straight from university and spent his early years in DC as an analyst before being assigned to Moscow. There Street had risen steadily through the ranks, eventually becoming head of the Russia Desk in the mid-1990s. He‘d been the rising star at Vauxhall then, destined to one day become Chief of MI6. Then the roof crashed in on his world.


Two agents had been found dead in a Moscow backstreet after their cover was blown. An internal investigation was launched and they’d taken a long hard look at Street. He’d been shagging one of his local assets at the time, and although they could never prove anything there were rumours that the asset had been the source of the leak. Rumours that had been strong enough to derail Street’s career. Six months later, he found himself out of a job. He’d spent the years since in the wilderness, doing irregular contract work for private security firms, pulling together reports from his dwindling pool of Russian contacts. Now hardly anyone bothered to return his calls. Charles Street, ex-MI6 high-flier, was yesterday’s man.


He beat a path towards the entrance, passed a decorative red telephone box and stepped into the cryogenic cool of the reception. The décor inside the embassy was Late-Nineties Call Centre. Everything was bland and functional and corporate. The walls were battleship grey. So was the floor. The furniture was blocky and seemed to come exclusively in shades of beige.


Street gave the receptionist his name and got a lanyard with a visitor’s tag in return. A skinny guy with a man-bun swiped him through the barrier and they rode the lift to the third floor. Man Bun led him down several identical-looking corridors, all with the same worn carpet and the same anaemic ceiling-panel lights.


They arrived outside a grey office door with stippled glass panelling to the left and a plain name plate fixed above the chrome handle.


TERENCE J. COOPER, CULTURAL ATTACHÉ, the plate read.


Man Bun nodded and left.


Street stopped outside and made himself presentable. Not easy, when you look like shit. He adjusted his tie, fiddled with his collar and brushed off a speck of dirt from his jacket lapel. Then he rapped his knuckles twice on the door. There was a moment’s silence before a voice called out from the other side.


‘Come in.’


Street took a deep breath and stepped into the office of the friend he hadn’t seen in six years.


The room was just as drab as the rest of the building. A plain white desk occupied the middle of the floor space, with a metal bookshelf fitted to the wall on the right. Window to the left, offering a view of the leafy grounds of the US Naval Observatory. There was a faded Union Jack flag hanging from a pole next to the window. The office looked like it belonged to a small-town solicitor, rather than the senior agent for MI6 in the US.


There were the usual framed family pictures on the desk. Street noticed one of Cooper with his wife and two teenage boys, posing in front of the Grand Canyon. Next to the family snap, an old photo caught his eye. A faded shot of Street and Cooper on a fishing trip, twenty years earlier. They were standing beside a lake on a bright summer’s day, Cooper looking on and smiling while Street held up his prize catch. Street was pleasantly surprised, and touched, that his old friend had not only hung on to the photograph, but kept it on display.


Terry Cooper stood up from his executive chair and spread his arms in a greeting. The smile on his lined face was big and warm and genuine. There was no awkward hesitation between the two of them. No preamble. They just moved towards each other, met in front of the desk and hugged fiercely. Then Cooper took a step back from his friend.


‘Charles.’


‘Terry.’


‘Christ, old boy. How long has it been now?’


‘Too long.’


Cooper nodded. ‘You look well.’


Which was a lie, Street knew. He hadn’t looked any kind of good in a long time. Not since he’d left the security services, more than a decade ago. His suit was so shiny it looked like it had been stitched together from a bunch of old bin liners. His brown leather brogues were badly scuffed. His thinning brown hair had been worked into the world’s lamest combover. His appearance was that of a guy on the downward slope of his life, trying to maintain what little dignity he had left.


This is what happens when Vauxhall decides to get rid of you, Street thought to himself bitterly. Twenty-two years at MI6, and he had nothing to show for it except a crap pension and a rundown flat on the edge of Willesden Green.


I might as well have a sign around my neck that says ‘Desperate ex-spy’.


One glance at Cooper told Street that his old colleague had gone in the other direction. Up, not down. His suit looked as if it had been tailor-made on Savile Row. His shoes had been polished to within an inch of their lives. His grey hair was stylishly ruffled and his chiselled jaw was so square you could have cut through timber with it. His eyes had a steely glint about them. Cooper looked like the playboy son of an ageing billionaire, readying himself to take over the family business.


None of which surprised Street. While he’d been busy wrecking his career by screwing around with Russian assets, Cooper had kept his nose clean. He wasn’t the most talented agent at Vauxhall, but he’d been the perfect fit for the security services’ new sleek, corporate image. Cooper had played it straight, kept his head down and toed the party line. Eighteen months ago, he’d been rewarded with a promotion to Head of MI6 ops in the US, working under diplomatic cover at the embassy. Now there was even talk of him one day taking over as the new Chief.


That’s why Cooper is wearing a thousand-dollar suit, and you’re dressed like an office junior, thought Street. Because he played by the rules, while you pissed all over them.


Cooper chucked a stick of nicotine gum into his mouth and gestured to the utilitarian chair facing his desk.


‘Please, Charles. Have a seat. Water? Green tea? I’d offer you something stronger, but I’m off the drink these days. One needs to keep a sharp mind in this job,’ he said with an ironic grin.


Street smiled at the last comment. A private joke. Something their old boss at Vauxhall used to say, inevitably prompting an eye-roll from Cooper or one of the other young officers.


‘I’m fine,’ said Street. ‘How’s the family?’


‘Good, good,’ Cooper replied busily. ‘Stephen’s starting university next month, would you believe. Durham.’


‘They grow up quick.’


‘They do. Anna says hello, by the way. You’ll have to come around some time for dinner.’


‘I’d like that, very much.’


Street sat down opposite his old friend. He noticed several framed pictures arranged on the wall behind the desk. Most of them were newspaper clippings that showed Cooper pressing the flesh with various dignitaries: a former US president, the wife of the British prime minister, an ageing Indian tycoon. They told the same story. A guy in the prime of his life, achieving all of his goals. Looking forwards, not back.


Street made himself comfortable and laid the envelope square across his lap. Cooper glanced at it before looking up at the former agent. There was a look of concern in his eyes, Street noticed. As if he was worried about something.


Or maybe I just look worse than I thought.


‘You should have told me you were coming to town,’ Cooper said. ‘If I’d known, I would’ve cleared my desk. We could have even found time for a spot of fishing, you know.’


Street smiled weakly. ‘You’re still sore about that monster catfish I caught, I see.’


Cooper shook his head. ‘Eighty-nine pounds. How you ever managed to reel that thing in, I’ll never know.’


‘I got lucky. That’s all.’


‘No such thing. You were better at fishing than me, Charles. Always were.’


I’m not so lucky now, thought Street.


‘I should be done here at around six-ish,’ Cooper went on, checking his smartwatch. ‘We can catch up properly then, old boy. There’s a new rooftop bar near Dupont Circle that serves up a bloody good Old-Fashioned.’


‘Sounds great,’ Street said, anxious at the thought of getting in a few rounds of overpriced cocktails.


‘But you didn’t come here just to swap old fishing stories, did you?’ Cooper said, pointing with his eyeballs at the envelope resting on Street’s lap.


Street nodded. ‘I’ll get right to it. I’ve been freelancing for a small firm here in DC, pulling together briefings on our Russian friends. Varangian Risk Assessment.’


‘I’ve heard of them. A private security firm over in Alexandria. Small, but respectable.’


‘That’s the one.’


Cooper frowned. ‘When did this happen?’


‘A couple of months ago.’


‘You mean to say, you’ve been in town all this time?’


Street shook his head. ‘Just for a couple of briefing sessions. A day or two, here and there. I would’ve called, but it was back-to-back meetings.’


And I was too ashamed to meet up. To let one of my closest chums see how far I’d fallen.


‘I understand.’ Cooper smiled kindly. ‘Well, I’m just glad to hear you’ve found work. After everything that happened.’


Street merely shrugged. ‘It pays the bills.’


Barely, he thought.


‘What sort of work have they got you doing?’


‘Monthly reports on the state of the Russian security services. The FSB, the GRU, the foreign intelligence services. All the usual suspects.’


‘Am I allowed to ask who Varangian’s client is?’


‘It’s Big Oil. They’re interested in any goings-on that might affect their interests in Russia. Corruption, foreign nationals under investigation, changes in strategy, that sort of thing.’


‘You still have contacts over in Moscow?’


The note of surprise in Cooper’s voice was obvious.


‘A few. Here and there.’


‘What does any of this have to do with what you mentioned on the phone?’


‘One of my old sources reached out to me a few weeks ago. Told me he had information on FSB activities that I should be aware of. I thought it relevant to the work I was doing, so we agreed to meet.’


‘In Russia?’


‘London.’


‘Who is he?’


‘I can’t say. I swore to protect his identity. He’s worried about blowback.’


Cooper nodded slowly. ‘Alright. Go on.’


‘We spoke for a couple of hours. He told me some things that were pertinent to my paymasters at Varangian.’ Street paused. ‘And some things that were not.’


‘I’m not sure I follow, Charles.’


Street glanced uncertainly at the envelope, as if weighing up whether to share the contents. He knew he was taking a big risk. But if I can’t trust my old mate, I can’t trust anyone. Then he took the plunge and slid the package across the desk.


Cooper stared at the envelope but didn’t reach for it. As if maybe it contained anthrax spores. ‘What’s this?’


‘A hard copy of my latest report.’


‘I see,’ Cooper said. He still didn’t pick it up.


‘The report contains everything my source told me. Most of the stuff is relevant to Varangian. But there’s something else in there. Something I thought I should bring to your attention first.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Take a look for yourself.’


Cooper leaned forward, took the envelope and lifted the unsealed flap. He plucked out a thin sheaf of papers, thirty or so pages held together by a couple of staples in the top left corner.


The paper was cheap toilet-paper stuff and the top page had CONFIDENTIAL / SENSITIVE SOURCES printed across the header in bold lettering, with the title INTELLIGENCE SUMMARY PREPARED FOR VARANGIAN RISK ASSESSMENT, INC. underneath.


Below that were several double-spaced bullet points. Cooper scanned them with the practised eye of someone who’d read thousands of such reports in his career.


The first two points related to a meeting between the heads of several mafia gangs and the director of the FSB. There was some speculation from the unnamed source that Russia was recruiting criminal gangs in order to carry out assassinations on its enemies abroad. Bullet points three and four repeated a rumour Cooper had heard elsewhere about an internal power struggle going on inside the Kremlin. Several hardliners were apparently unhappy with the president for failing to prevent a terrorist attack on the metro in St Petersburg a month earlier, and there was the usual talk of another purge.


The fifth bullet point was highlighted in bright green marker.


Cooper read the lines. He stopped and felt his heart skip a beat. He read through it again, more slowly. Finished. Then he looked up at Street and swallowed hard.


‘Christ,’ he said. ‘Jesus fucking Christ.’










TWO


Cooper flicked through the rest of the dossier in stunned silence. There was a more detailed description of the findings outlined in the summary a few pages further on. Street had highlighted the passages with the same green marker pen. Cooper read through the text carefully, his brow furrowed in deep concentration. Street just sat there, watching the reaction play out on the agent’s face as he took in the information. After a short while Cooper leaned back in his chair and stared levelly at Street.


‘I have several questions,’ he said.


‘I thought you might,’ said Street.


‘First question. Who told you about this?’


‘As I said, Terry, I’m really not at liberty to reveal my sources.’


‘Which I fully understand. But you’re asking me for an opinion about a document that makes some very serious accusations. It would be helpful to know whether this source of yours is reliable. Or not, as the case may be.’


Street considered, then nodded. ‘He’s a high-level criminal who recently fell out with the president. Before that he spent a decade working with some of the most senior figures in the Russian intelligence agencies. He’s credible.’


‘He also sounds like a man with an axe to grind.’


‘You think he’s making it up?’


‘It’s a possibility. Perhaps he’s saying all this stuff to embarrass the president. A man with a grudge against him might say anything to get his revenge.’


‘Some of his other claims are a little outlandish,’ Street admitted.


‘I can see that,’ Cooper said as he flipped through a couple of pages. He set the dossier down on the desk and spread his hands. ‘So what makes you believe this business about a tape?’


‘I did some digging. As much as I could, anyway.’


‘And?’


‘The story he told me checked out. The dates correspond. The president was in Moscow at the time he claims. He stayed at the hotel my source mentioned. Met the same people. Moved in the same circles.’


‘And the rest? The, ah, outlandish stuff?’


‘He’s a Russian gangster. They’re colourful with the truth. I’d dismiss the rest of what he told me.’


Cooper gestured to the dossier. ‘I presume none of the names in this report are real?’


‘Naturally, I had to change them,’ Street replied. ‘To help protect my sources.’


‘And the locations?’


‘The same.’


‘But you know the real names? If someone pressed you for them, I mean.’


‘Of course.’


Cooper popped another stick of nicotine gum into his mouth and nodded. ‘Fine. Let’s assume this information is accurate. Do your paymasters over at Varangian know about it?’


Street shook his head. ‘It’s not strictly relevant to my brief.’


‘They might reasonably argue otherwise. You uncovered this stuff on their dime, after all.’


‘I was hired to report on the Russian security services. This isn’t that. Besides, I have my concerns about taking this to Varangian.’


‘Such as?’


‘Let’s just say that some of the senior directors are a little too cosy with the administration. If I take a report to them that alleges their new president is a sexual pervert, they might try to bury it.’


‘Fair point. Which leads me to my next question. What do you want to do with it?’


‘I thought you might know somebody we could take this to. Somebody local, who might take an interest in it. Another security firm, perhaps.’


‘Why involve me? You could do that yourself.’


‘We both know that isn’t true.’


Cooper stared at his old friend. Street stared right back. They both knew what he meant. In the years since Street had left MI6, his list of contacts had shrunk faster than a coke addict’s bollocks. Nowadays he could count the number of people he still knew in Moscow on one hand. Which made it difficult to pull together a full report for his employers. Street wasn’t proud of it, but lately he’d started making stuff up in order to get paid. Rumours about his intelligence briefings being less than watertight had quickly spread throughout the industry. Few took him seriously now, Street knew. Not on something as explosive as this.


‘I thought if you vouched for its credibility, it might help get someone’s attention,’ he added.


Cooper steepled his long, bony fingers on the desk. His pale blue eyes narrowed thoughtfully at the dossier. The billionaire’s son, weighing up a big investment opportunity.


‘How many copies of the report do you have?’ he asked.


‘This is the only hard copy.’


‘Backups?’


‘Physical storage only. No cloud. Offline and encrypted to within an inch of its life.’


‘Has your source spilled his guts to anyone else?’


‘He’s a high-ranking criminal in hiding. The only people he’s in regular contact with are his heavies and his lawyer. They’re not in danger of talking to anyone.’


‘So, no one else has gotten their hands on this material yet?’


‘As far as I know. I’ve taken steps to keep it secure.’


Cooper nodded. ‘You want my advice?’


‘That’s why I’m here.’


‘You have two options. The first is to go public. Which I’m against.’


‘Why?’


‘The dossier might not get the oxygen it needs to make the headlines. We’re talking about a president with more scandals to his name than a bishop’s palace. This could easily get buried under all the other stuff.’


‘This is bigger than anything else.’


‘True. But it’s still a risk.’


‘What’s the second option?’


‘Selling it on, to our American friends.’


‘You really think this could be worth something?’ Street asked, privately relieved that Cooper had at last raised the question of money.


‘Absolutely. To the right people, this stuff could be worth a fortune.’


Street tried to hide the look of greed in his eyes. ‘But I don’t know any of them, Terry. Not any more.’


That’s what happens when you’re out of the game for so long, he thought.


Everyone stops calling.


Cooper said, ‘I might be able to help you out there.’


Street said, ‘How do you mean?’


Cooper placed a hand down on top of the dossier. Like he was claiming ownership. ‘Look, I have an idea. Why don’t you leave this here with me and I’ll make a few enquiries. See if we can drum up some interest.’


Street shook his head firmly. ‘You’re asking me to leave behind my only hard copy. I can’t do that.’


‘It’d be safe here. I wouldn’t let it out of my sight.’


There was an eager glint in his eye as he spoke. Street’s old spy instincts kicked in. He wondered why his old mate was so keen to keep hold of the dossier.


‘I’d rather not,’ he said.


‘I thought you said you trusted me, Charles.’


‘I do.’ Street smiled. ‘But I’m not leaving here without this document. Sorry. You know how it is.’


Cooper accepted this with a knowing nod. ‘In that case . . . perhaps I can arrange a face-to-face meeting with a friend of mine. Someone who might be interested in what you’ve got.’


‘Who is he?’


‘An old acquaintance from the Bureau. Chap by the name of Bill Prosser.’


Street shot a questioning look at the embassy man. ‘The FBI would be willing to pay for int compromising their own president?’


‘Why not?’ Cooper shrugged. ‘It’s no great secret that there’s some serious friction between the new administration and our friends over at the Bureau. They want rid of the president, quite frankly. And what you’ve got here, if it’s true, could be enough to topple him.’


‘How much are we talking, roughly?’ Street asked.


‘I can’t make any promises, because it’s not in my gift. But I’d imagine something as big as this could be worth north of say, a quarter of a million dollars.’


Street’s heart did a somersault inside his chest. Two hundred and fifty grand! A life-changing sum of money. More than he could ever hope to earn cobbling together half-baked intelligence reports. With that sort of cash he could retire, sell off his pad in Willesden Green and move to somewhere warm. One of the islands in the Aegean, perhaps. He could see out his days drinking fine wine and fishing for mackerel. Maybe even find himself a young Greek woman to settle down with.


Living the dream.


He quickly masked his excitement and said, ‘This friend of yours. Prosser. What’s his story?’


‘He used to head up the FBI’s Eurasian organised crime unit until they moved him upstairs,’ Cooper explained. ‘That’s how we met. He’s high up in the Bureau’s intelligence branch these days.’


‘How high?’


‘Very. We’re talking inner circle, top-level security clearance. He’ll probably make director within the next decade.’


‘Can we trust him?’


‘I’ve known Bill for years. Believe me, he’s on the level.’


‘And he has the authority to make a deal with us?’


‘He doesn’t control the FBI’s purse strings. But he has the ear of the people who do. If he makes you an offer, the deal’s as good as done.’


Cooper smiled.


‘Here’s what I suggest,’ he continued. ‘There’s a private members’ club in Georgetown. The College Club. You’ve probably heard of it.’


Street nodded. He was familiar with the place from his previous stint at the British embassy. The College Club was based in one of the oldest townhouses in the DC area and attracted the sort of preppy, well-connected crowd who attended Ivy League fraternities and took their holidays in Martha’s Vineyard. The kind of people who could trace their heritage all the way back to the Mayflower.


‘Bill’s a member there,’ Cooper said. ‘I’ll put in a call to his office this afternoon. Arrange a meeting with him at the club. You can bring along your report and tell him what you’ve found.’


Street weighed it up. A quarter of a million dollars in exchange for the dossier, he thought. Or I can walk away now, go public and spend the rest of my life struggling to make ends meet. If anyone would even believe what I’ve uncovered.


What have you got to lose?


‘At least hear the man out,’ Cooper went on. ‘See what he has to say.’


‘Fine,’ said Street. ‘I’ll meet with him.’


‘Splendid. I’ll call Bill and make the necessary arrangements.’


‘You’re sure he’ll want to meet with us?’


‘Oh yes. Something as big as this, Bill will want a piece of it. Trust me.’


There was a keenness to his voice, Street noted. He thought, Cooper’s excited about the meeting. That was a good sign. Cooper wasn’t the type to get carried away. If he was excited, it was because he thought the dossier had real value.


He stood up from behind his desk, signifying the end of the meeting. Street just sat there, lost for words.


‘Terry, I don’t know what to say. If there’s any way I can repay you—’


Cooper dismissed his offer with a wave of his hand. ‘Not at all. What are old friends for, eh? I’m just glad to help out.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Thank me after Bill’s made you an offer. We’ll celebrate then.’ Cooper broke out his winning smile. ‘Now, I’m afraid I really must be getting on. I’ll call you as soon as the meeting has been set up.’


Four minutes later, Charles Street strolled out of the embassy gatehouse with a spring in his step. For the first time in a long time, he felt good about life. All the shit he’d put up with since he’d left Vauxhall, all the petty humiliations he’d endured, would soon be a distant memory. The rest of the intelligence community had turned its collective back on Street, but now he was going to have the last laugh.


He was going to get rich.


And it was all thanks to the last friend he had left.










THREE


His piece-of-shit phone rang the following morning.


He was in his room in a two-star hotel on New Hampshire Avenue, on the north-eastern outskirts of the city. The room was all Street could afford on his piss-poor budget. There was a stained mattress on the bed, a rudimentary desk in one corner with a metal bottle opener fixed to the side and a Bible on top of the rickety bedside table. Stale, lukewarm air dribbled out of an old AC unit mounted above the bathroom door. It was better than a crack den, but not much.


Doesn’t matter, thought Street. Soon enough, I’ll be rolling in cash.


No more naff hotels.


No more pitying looks from my ex-colleagues.


Back to living the good life.


He tapped Answer on his phone’s cracked screen and the voice on the other end said, ‘You owe me a drink after this, old boy. Preferably something hideously expensive. A bottle of Macallan single malt ought to do the trick.’


Street killed the sound on the TV and said, ‘You spoke to Prosser?’


‘Just got off the phone with him now. Everything’s set. We’re meeting him tomorrow.’


Jesus, thought Street. That was fast. Which could only mean one thing. Bill Prosser must be very interested in what I’m selling.


‘What time?’ he asked.


‘Eight o’clock. He’ll be waiting for us at the College Club.’


Street felt his pulse quicken. It’s happening, he thought. It’s really happening. He could almost smell the money.


‘We should meet beforehand,’ Cooper went on. ‘To discuss tactics.’


‘Agreed,’ said Street, pushing thoughts of the cash to the back of his head. ‘Where do you have in mind?’


‘Do you remember the waterfront around Georgetown?’


‘Vaguely. Isn’t it a bit rough around there?’


‘Not any more. There’s a park now, lots of redevelopment. Not quite the same as strolling along the Thames at sunset, but what is? We can meet there at seven-thirty and walk up together to the club.’


‘How will I know where to find you?’


‘There’s a shopping district directly east of the waterfront. I’ll be waiting for you outside the Starbucks on the north-western corner.’ There was a pause. ‘You’ll need to take a few anti-surveillance measures, of course. Make sure no one has eyes on you.’


Street sat up with a jolt. ‘You think I might be followed?’


‘It’s possible.’


‘But how? I haven’t told anyone else about the dossier.’


‘This is DC, Charles. Half the people here are paid to keep their ears close to the ground.’


Street nodded to himself. Glanced over at the document lying on the desk. His ticket to a whole new life. He couldn’t afford to take any risks, he knew. Not now.


Not when I’m so close to landing the big prize.


Cooper said, ‘Do you have a car?’


Street said, ‘A rental.’


‘Then listen carefully. There’s a car park due east of the shopping district, off the Rock Creek Parkway. It’s across the bridge from Pete’s Boat Hire shop. You can’t miss it.’


‘I know the place.’


‘Drop your car off there and proceed on foot to the Starbucks. If anyone’s tailing you, abort the meeting. If you don’t show up, I’ll assume the meeting has been blown and notify Prosser.’


‘Understood.’


‘Good man. I’ll see you at the meeting point tomorrow night, then. And Charles?’


‘Yes?’


‘Don’t be late. Prosser doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’


 


The temperature was borderline crematorium when Street emerged from the hotel the following evening. He had showered and shaved, and he was wearing a brand-new suit for the meeting with Prosser. An off-the-rack item he’d bought at the Macy’s off New York Avenue. Not as expensive as the suits he used to wear on the job, but it was an upgrade on the tired old threads he’d arrived in DC wearing. The suit had nearly maxed out his credit card, but Street felt it was worth it. He didn’t want to look shabby next to the super-elite crowd at the College Club. The shoes were the same scuffed brogues he’d worn to the British embassy. Couldn’t do much about those. His budget didn’t extend to forking out for some new footwear. He just hoped no one would notice them.


Street subtly checked the area as he exited the lobby and paced towards his Corolla, thirty metres due east. The hotel was situated in the middle of a wide and sparsely-populated car park. Like a brick island surrounded by an ocean of blacktop. There was an IHOP to the south and a cluster of single-storey buildings to the north: a thrift store, a car wash and an attorney’s office, plus a Cambodian supermarket. He made a note of all these things without being aware of it. Twenty years of taking in every detail had ingrained the habit in his daily life.


But Street noticed nothing unusual. Just a handful of pickup trucks and people carriers parked up in front of the IHOP, a couple of U-Haul vans occupying the spots further to the north. He unlocked the Corolla, slid behind the wheel.


Gave himself a final check in the sun-visor mirror.


He still didn’t look good. But he looked a lot less shit than he had done yesterday.


I’m ready.


 


Forty metres to the west, Omar Ketsbaia sat behind the wheel of the Chevrolet Impala, watching the target head towards his car.


Two vehicles were needed for the mission. Ketsbaia was in the secondary motor. Both had been paid for using fake credit cards and documents at separate rental desks, one from Washington Dulles airport and the other from Ronald Reagan National. Both were fitted with stolen plates they had lifted from similar-looking cars across the city. Even the athletic gear Ketsbaia was wearing had been paid for in cash at an outlet where he was careful to wear a baseball cap to avoid showing his face on camera. Nothing could be traced back to the guys on the team. Or more importantly, their employers.


The people Ketsbaia worked for were not the kind you wanted to piss off.


The target gunned the engine, steered out of the parking lot and merged with the traffic shuttling south on New Hampshire Avenue.


Ketsbaia finished the dregs of his weak black coffee and tapped open the app on his phone. A loading graphic briefly filled the screen before it was replaced by a detailed map of the general area. In the middle of the screen a flashing blue dot suddenly appeared. Ketsbaia stared at the dot as it inched along New Hampshire.


He smiled to himself.


The target would be wary about being followed. But he wouldn’t expect his car to be transmitting a GPS signal.


Fitting the transmitter had been easy enough. There were dozens of security stores where you could buy a tracking device the size of a box of matches, no questions asked. Ketsbaia had planted the lump under the Corolla’s wheel arch in the dead hours before sunrise, when he could be sure no one was watching him. The lump emitted a constant signal that Ketsbaia could access by entering the SIM card details into the app, allowing Ketsbaia to track it from his phone. He could follow the target at a safe distance, and the guy wouldn’t suspect a damn thing.


Not until it was too late.


He fixed the phone to the bracket mounted on the dash. Watched the blinking dot for a beat as it continued south. Then Ketsbaia pulled out of the car park onto the main road.


 


Ninety metres to the east, Denis Krashov sat up in the Dodge Grand Caravan and nodded at the woman sitting next to him.


‘That’s the signal,’ he said, pointing towards the Impala as it turned left onto New Hampshire. ‘Omar’s on the move.’


There were four of them inside the Caravan. Krashov, the woman and the Vasin twins. Five if you counted the dog, Krashov reminded himself.


They were parked in front of the IHOP, along with half a dozen other sedans, people carriers and pickup trucks. They had been stationed there for the past several hours, observing the hotel entrance from a distance while they waited for their target to appear. There had been a lot of sitting around. A lot of drinking cheap coffee and listening to the Vasin twins talk shit. But now Krashov could feel a hot thrill of anticipation sweeping through his veins. The waiting was over.


They had not had much time to prepare for the op. Their employers had only learned of the target’s existence a little over forty-eight hours ago and there had been no time to bring in one of their own assets. So they decided to contract it out to one of their trusted sources instead. Which is where Krashov came in.


He’d spent fifteen years of his life inside the worst prison in the world. There were no guards inside that festering pit. No rules. No order. Just a brutal daily struggle for survival, locked up with several hundred dangerous criminals and psychopaths. Either you stood up for yourself, or you took shit and ended up a bloodied corpse. Krashov was determined not to be one of the victims. In the first week of his incarceration, one of the older prisoners had dissed him behind his back. The next day at the workshop, Krashov pinned the guy to the floor, shoved a metal spike into his mouth and hammered him to the floor.


After that, no one had dared to mess with him.


Once he had been released, Krashov found himself unexpectedly on the right side of history. The world had been turned upside down while he’d been locked away. The old order had crumbled, and his particular skills were suddenly in demand. He acted as an enforcer, making sure parties honoured their side of a deal. Anyone who refused to pay their debts was dealt with, severely.


Soon his activities caught the attention of figures high up in the security services. He had expected trouble from them. Threats. Instead they’d made him an offer. There were certain jobs that the agency could not risk carrying out, the official had said. Mostly overseas work, much of it dangerous. Work they couldn’t risk leaving fingerprints on.


Krashov would take on the occasional contract, as and when the official saw fit. They would supply him with documents, training and weapons for each mission. In return, the official would ensure the authorities turned a blind eye to his business dealings.


Krashov had readily agreed. He was a patriot, after all, and he was happy to serve his country’s interests. As a sign of his loyalty, he hadn’t even demanded a payment.


Which is why he now found himself in a parking lot in DC.


On the right side of history once again.


This op was going to be fast and smooth. A real in-and-out job. Once the target had been acquired they would take him out of the district to a rented property in Bethesda. A private jet belonging to a friend of the intelligence services would land at a nearby airfield the following morning, ready to ferry them out of the country and back to the motherland.


Twenty-four hours from now, Krashov could be back home, drinking champagne in an exclusive bar and celebrating another successful operation.


He turned to the woman. ‘Get us moving. Don’t lose Omar, okay?’


‘Got it,’ the woman said.


They pulled out of the car park. Following the Impala.


Closing in on their prey.
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The drive to the meeting point took Street thirty-two minutes.


He took a circuitous route to the park, doubling back on himself several times and taking a couple of deliberate wrong turns to throw anyone who might be tailing him. After five miles he turned onto K Street and passed through downtown DC, with its wide sidewalks lined with bland office buildings and high-rise apartment blocks. Street continued west past Washington Circle, heading towards the cobblestoned streets and elegant brick rowhouses of Georgetown. Every so often he glanced up at the rear-view mirror. But he couldn’t see anyone following him.


After a quarter of a mile he turned left off K Street and motored south towards the river. Two minutes later he was pulling into the Rock Creek car park.


The car park was a rectangle of blacktop, with four bays arranged either side of a strip of grass running down the middle. Across the creek, a hundred metres away from the car park, stood the Swedish embassy and the waterfront lined with a cluster of high-end restaurants and bars. Further to the west was the waterfront park. In Street’s day the waterfront had been an industrial dumping ground along the edge of the Potomac River. Then the money had poured in. Now it was an oasis of green space and art installations, moments from the bustle of the city.


Progress, right there.


The Starbucks was just north of the waterfront, Street knew.


Not long now, he reminded himself. Not long at all.


He eased off the gas pedal and slow-crawled towards a cluster of empty spaces at the far end of the car park. At gone seven o’clock on a Wednesday night, the place was more empty than full. Street counted maybe a dozen cars in total. A few SUVs, plus a bunch of dated compacts and saloons decorated with political slogans and the names of college football teams.


Nothing that immediately struck him as suspicious.


He steered into a space at the end of the leftmost bay and killed the engine. Then he checked his crappy old plastic watch. 7.20pm. Street had mapped out the walk earlier and he knew it would take him six minutes to get from the parking lot to the waterfront shopping district. Which gave him a four-minute window to sit behind the wheel and wait to see if anyone had tailed him. Anyone further than a few minutes back would be too far behind to keep up their surveillance.


Standard operating procedure for agents in the field, Street knew. Always assume you’re being watched.


That was why Cooper had insisted on him making the final part of his journey to the RV on foot. If someone was following him further behind, they would have to abandon their wheels in order to continue their pursuit. Which meant anyone entering the car park faced an immediate problem. Do we stay in the car and draw attention to ourselves? Or do we get out and risk getting spotted? All Street had to do was stay put and look out for anyone pulling into the lot and acting shifty. Or anyone who didn’t get out of their car at all. Either way, they’d flag themselves up as a surveillance detail.


He watched and waited.


He saw a dark blue Chevrolet Impala steer into a space in the bay due east of Street, twelve metres behind him. A guy in full jogging gear got out and started going through a complicated routine of stretches before his evening run.


He saw a small crowd of tourists enter the park on foot, seventy metres away, taking snaps on their selfie-sticks, while their bored-looking guide lectured them on the area’s history.


As Street looked around, he understood why Cooper had chosen the park as their meeting point. There were people coming and going in every direction, a transient population, lots of entrances and exits. In the unlikely event that someone did follow them into the park, Street and Cooper could easily lose them. No surveillance team could realistically cover all the entry points in and out of the park.


Two minutes passed.


The temperature on the Corolla dash read 100 degrees Fahrenheit.


He saw professional dog walkers. Young couples heading out for a romantic stroll along the waterfront. Old-timers decked out in sun visors and shades and carrying aluminium walking poles.


He saw no sign of a threat.


Just the usual comings and goings in a city park.


While Street kept his gaze fixed on the entrance, he thought about all the ways he’d spend his money. He decided he’d start by fixing himself up with a decent watch. Something respectable. A Breitling Navitimer, perhaps. He’d treat himself to a few Canali suits as well. Street figured he’d trudged around in cheap threads for long enough.


I spent ten years paying the price for shagging that Russian asset. Ten years feeding off scraps, while the rest of the world left me behind. A simple mistake had cost him his future at MI6.


But all that was about to change.


Soon he would be famous as the man whose dossier brought down the most powerful man in the world. His reputation would be restored. More than that, he’d become a celebrity in the intelligence field. Everybody would want a piece of him. The opportunities to make money would be limitless, he reasoned. He could start up his own firm. Rake in some serious cash.


He’d prove all those bastards at Vauxhall wrong yet.


After three minutes a grey wagon arrowed off Virginia Avenue and rumbled into the lot. A big old Dodge Grand Caravan with Virginia plates and tinted windows. Street observed the Caravan as it rolled past the nearest available spaces before it turned into the empty one immediately to the left of the Corolla. Which might have been due to a lazy or unconfident driver who didn’t want the hassle of trying to manoeuvre a vehicle the size of a tank into a tight space, Street thought.


Or because someone was planning to make a move on him.


He stayed perfectly still, kept his hand on the wheel and focused his attention on the Caravan at his nine o’clock. Street went through the getaway plan in his head once more.


Fire up the engine. Slam the Corolla into Reverse. Pull out of the gap, bolt out of the parking lot and rejoin the traffic on the main road. Then call Cooper and tell him he’d been compromised.


He’d studied the angles on Google Maps the previous day.


Figured he could be out of the parking lot and lost in traffic in under eight seconds, if he needed to be.


But then the driver’s side door popped open and he stopped panicking.


The woman who climbed out was forty or thereabouts, and she wore her age the way some people wore suits. Proud and well. She was dressed in dark tracksuit bottoms and a plain blue t-shirt underneath a zip-up hoodie with the words PENN STATE stencilled across the front in big white lettering. There was probably a photograph of her on Urban Dictionary, right next to the entry for Soccer Mom.


As Street looked on a boxer dog leapt up from the front passenger seat and jumped down onto the blacktop after her. Soccer Mom glanced over in Street’s direction, saw him staring at her and gave him an All-American smile. Street relaxed his features and waved back. Then she hooked the leash onto the boxer’s collar and set off in the direction of the bridge seventy metres to the south. The boxer leading the way, straining at the leash as its owner followed behind at a decent pace.


Soccer Mom disappeared out of sight behind the Caravan.


Street breathed a sigh of relief.


‘Calm down,’ he said to himself.


No one’s following you. You’re just being paranoid.


He made one last check of the parking lot. Looked towards the entrance. Clear. Checked his wing mirrors. Also clear. In the rear-view he noticed that Jogger Guy had stopped to answer his phone. At a distance of twelve metres it was hard to pick up the actual conversation but Street got the gist from Jogger Guy’s body language. He looked pissed off. He was waving his arm furiously and shouting at the person on the other end of the line. Street caught the words back and the office and right now?


As in, You want me back at the office right now?


He heard Jogger Guy shout, ‘This is bullshit!’ as he killed the call. Then the guy tossed his kit into the boot and climbed back behind the Impala’s wheel. The door slammed shut.


The engine roared into life.


Street scooped up the envelope containing the dossier from the passenger seat. He was about to debus from the Corolla when he caught sight of a rapid movement in the rear-view. He glanced up and saw the Impala’s rear lights glowing as the vehicle reversed at speed out of the space behind him. The wheels screeched, burning rubber as the rear of the Impala swung out in a wide arc, backing up until it filled the Corolla’s mirror.


Street could see what was going to happen a split-second before it did. Then there was a shuddering impact as the rear of the Impala reversed into the Corolla at an angle.


The Corolla jolted.


Glass tinkled. Metal screeched.


Nothing happened for a moment. Then Jogger Guy cut the engine and staggered out of his ride. He marched around to the back of the Impala, spotted the damage and screwed up his face in anger.


‘Motherfucker!’ he yelled. ‘You have got to be fucking kidding me!’


Street hit the steering wheel and gritted his teeth in frustration. This is the last thing I need, he thought. Some fitness freak pranging me five minutes before my meeting.


Prosser doesn’t like to be kept waiting, Cooper had said.


He was tempted to just walk away. But the car was a rental. The damage could cost him a lot of dollars. Dollars he didn’t have. Besides, who walked away from a prang? That would surely arouse suspicion. The smart play would be to get the guy’s details, then quietly move on.


‘Let’s get this over with,’ Street muttered to himself.


He left the dossier on the passenger seat and stepped out of the Corolla. The hot evening air smothered him immediately. It was like being wrapped in a stack of warm towels. Street could feel prickly beads of sweat slicking down his back, pasting his shirt to his skin as he paced around to the rear of the hire car.


Jogger Guy didn’t notice him at first. He was too busy glaring at the Corolla’s shattered tail light. The rear quarter panel around the light was slightly dented, Street noticed. There were various scratch marks across the rear bumper. Cosmetic damage. The kind that always cost more to repair than you figured.


Jogger Guy looked up. He didn’t look much like a serious runner. The parks in DC were always full of those guys in the summer. Blokes who were jacked with muscle, decked out in the latest fitness watches and eight-hundred-dollar trainers, acting like they owned the place. Whereas Jogger Guy was tall and ungainly, with pasty white skin that suggested a serious vitamin D deficiency. Like a prisoner emerging from a long stretch in solitary. There was a tattoo running down the length of his right arm, showing a spider crawling up a web.


‘Shit, I am so sorry,’ the guy said.


He had a gruff, surly accent. Street couldn’t quite place where the guy was from.


Not American, he thought.


But then in DC these days, who the hell is?


‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘Really.’


‘No, it’s not.’ Jogger Guy shook his head, angry with himself. ‘It’s my fault. I’m a fucking idiot. I wasn’t looking.’


‘It’s no big deal.’


Jogger Guy nodded and scratched his jaw. ‘Look, buddy, I’m kind of in a hurry here. I’m guessing you are too. Let me grab my insurance details. We can exchange and take it from there?’


‘Fine,’ said Street through gritted teeth, cursing the delay to his plans. And doubly pissed off because he’d been too cheap to shell out the extra for the damage waiver when he’d signed the rental agreement.


‘Wait here,’ Jogger Guy said.


He gave his back to Street and raced over to the Impala. While the guy reached inside the front passenger side and opened the glove box, Street consulted his watch.


7.27pm. He was running three minutes behind his schedule.


The seconds ticked by. Slowly. Then Jogger Guy came hurrying back over, waving a plastic insurance card in his right hand.


‘It’s all here,’ he said.


Street took the card. Glanced briefly at the details printed on the front.


Then he glimpsed the movement.


A rapid blur of motion in his periphery vision, accompanied by the hydraulic hiss and suck of a door sliding open. Coming from the direction of the Dodge Grand Caravan parked to the left.


Street looked across his shoulder.


The door on the right side of the Caravan was open.


Three figures were crouching inside.
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The figures were all decked out in matching gear. Dark grey Tactical 5.11 trousers, loose-fitting black shirts and brown Timberlands. Like they had some kind of group discount at an out-of-state hunting store. They had the sinewy, hardened definition of MMA fighters, rather than the swollen mass of guys who spent too much time lifting weights in the gym. Two of them could have been brothers. They had the same shaven heads, the same cold blue eyes. The same ring tatoos on their fingers, with a series of small dots inked on each of their knuckles.


The third guy looked older than the other two. Late thirties or early forties, Street guessed. He sported a shark-fin Mohawk and a distinctive tattoo on the side of his neck. A skull resting atop the branch of an oak tree, a crown atop its dome and a stogie sticking out of its mouth.


Mohawk and Ring Guy Two were both packing guns. Street glimpsed the polymer grips of a couple of semi-automatic pistols jutting out from their leather belt holsters.


Ring Guy One gripped a Taser.


The dart cartridges had been removed from the weapon, turning it into a close-range stun gun capable of delivering a paralytic shock to anyone it came into contact with.


Street took this all in instantly. Their appearances, the tattoos, the weapons. He saw it all in a second, enabled by his training. Years of running surveillance in the field, noticing the smallest detail. Like a snapshot.


But it didn’t do him any good.


He opened his mouth to shout for help.


Too late.


Everything happened very fast. Ring Guys One and Two jumped down from the Caravan and grabbed hold of Street. Before he could get out a word Ring One hit him in the chest with the Taser. Fifty thousand volts of electric current instantly shot through his body, shredding his nerve endings. Street felt his muscles seize up in agony. His jaws clamped shut. Every part of his body locked up. Like cement hardening. He couldn’t scream for help. Couldn’t move.


The pain lasted what felt like a long time but in reality was no more than a second or two. Then Street felt his feet give way beneath him as he tumbled forward. In a flash Ring Two and Mohawk jumped down and seized Street by the arms, catching him before he fell away. They lifted him up then bundled him head-first into the wagon, shoving him towards the rear seats. Street collapsed onto the leather like a sack of hot bricks.


‘Say a fucking word,’ Ring One said, ‘and I’ll fry you.’


He had the same dull, surly accent as Jogger Guy.


Street recognised it now, through the pain and shock coursing through his system. It was an accent he knew very well. One he’d heard many times before, during his time overseas.


His heart sank. He knew it then. He understood who these men were. Where they’d come from.


And what they were going to do with him.


‘You,’ Mohawk said, snapping his fingers at Jogger Guy. ‘Take the Impala. We’ll follow.’


Jogger Guy took the keys from his shorts pocket and hopped out of the Caravan. Then he swept around the Impala, folded himself behind the wheel. Fired up the engine. At the same time Ring Two dived into the front of Street’s Corolla and retrieved the brown envelope lying on the passenger seat. He slid out again. Climbed into the back of the Caravan. Yanked the door shut.


Trapping Street inside with his three abductors.


Ring Two handed over the dossier to Mohawk. The guy was sitting ahead of Street, in the middle row of seats. Mohawk snatched the envelope and nodded at Street.


‘Cuff this piece of shit,’ he said to the others.


‘No,’ Street groaned. ‘Please. Don’t.’


The Ring Brothers ignored his pleas. Now that Street saw them up close there was definitely a family resemblance. Ring Two swung around and ripped off Street’s jacket and tossed it onto the seat next to him. Then he dug out a pair of white plasticuffs from the side pocket on his Tactical 5.11s. He used his considerable weight to press down on Street, pinning him horizontally across the leather seats. Street tried throwing the guy off. Hopeless. It was like trying to bench-press a two-ton truck. He clawed at Ring Two’s face, feeling with his fingers for the guy’s eyes in a desperate attempt to gouge them. Ring One stepped forward and gave him another bump with the Taser. Pain exploded between his temples, as if someone was drilling directly into his skull. His arms fell away to his sides. He felt bile surging up in his throat.


The pain seemed to go on for ever.


‘Had enough, bitch?’ Ring One snarled, waving the Taser inches from his face. ‘Or you want some fucking more juice, eh?’


‘Hurry up and get him cuffed,’ Mohawk ordered, impatience creeping into his voice.


Mohawk had an air of authority about him that reminded Street of the directors at Vauxhall. Like he expected complete obedience from the rest of the team, no questions asked.


Ring One reluctantly lowered the Taser. He glared at Street and worked his lips into a cruel smirk.


‘Just you wait, bitch. When we get where we’re going, you’re gonna be screaming like a fucking woman.’ Ring Two hauled Street upright. He slapped the plasticuffs around his wrists and clinched them so tight that Street could feel the material almost cutting off the blood supply to his hands. Then Ring Two reached around for the seat belt, strapping Street in to the middle back seat.


The Ring Brothers sat down in the back seats either side of Street. Ring Two at his left shoulder. Ring One to his right, Mohawk ahead of them in the middle row.


Street was barely conscious of his surroundings. His brain registered nothing except the three toughs in front of him and the raw fear coursing through his body.


This isn’t happening, he told himself.


Thirty seconds ago I was getting ready to meet one of the big shots in the US security services. Now I’m being held prisoner in the back of a minivan by a bunch of armed toughs.


He clung to the hope that someone had noticed him being abducted and was poised to raise the alarm. But nothing happened. No one came to his rescue. The whole operation had lasted no more than four or five seconds. Too fast for any casual observer to realise what had happened.


Which told him something.


These guys aren’t amateurs. They’re professionals.


They planned this whole thing perfectly.


The electric shock was beginning to wear off. A kind of fuzziness clouded the edges of Street’s vision. He was dimly conscious of a door opening up at the front of the Caravan. Someone slipped in behind the steering wheel. Between the rear headrests Street caught a glimpse of her long brown hair and dark hoodie. A boxer dog jumped in after the woman and planted itself down on the front passenger seat.


Soccer Mom.


She was in on it too.


He realised now why she had been part of the plan. Street had been suspicious of the Caravan pulling up next to him, right up until the moment a middle-aged Doris and her dog had stepped out onto the blacktop. Then his guard had dropped.


Stupid.


His mistake.


Now he would pay for it.


Mohawk turned to Soccer Mom. ‘Get us out of here. Right the fuck now.’


‘Yes, boss.’


She punched the engine start-stop button, shunted the Caravan into Reverse and backed smoothly out of the parking space. A few seconds later they were rolling out of the car park and turning onto the main road.Jogger Guy was in the Impala fifteen metres ahead of them, leading the way. Street could just about see the vehicle through the Caravan’s tinted windscreen. They followed the Impala as it hung a quick left and headed north on the Rock Creek Parkway.


Away from Georgetown.


Away from Cooper, and a quarter of a million dollars.


Dread seeped into Street’s guts.


‘Where are you taking me?’ he asked in a weak voice.


No one answered.


Soccer Mom kept the Caravan to a modest forty miles per, staying well under the speed limit, clearly to avoid attracting any unwanted attention from the cops. As they breezed along the parkway Mohawk muttered something to Ring One. The latter turned in his seat and rooted around inside Street’s jacket. He fished out the crap old phone from the inside pocket, laughed at it and then handed it over to his boss.


Mohawk took the handset away from him. Like all smartphones, it was basically a mobile GPS tracking device. Which was a problem. The battery pack could no longer be physically removed, and getting the SIM card out was a bitch. There was only one way to be a hundred per cent sure that no one could use the phone to track them.


Mohawk lowered the electric window, letting in the furious roar of passing traffic through the small opening.


Then he tossed the phone out of the wagon.


Ring One grinned. ‘No one can track you now, bitch.’


Street tried to stay calm. He recalled the training he’d undergone at Fort Monckton in Plymouth as a young intelligence officer. He knew he should focus on his captors, observe them and look for weaknesses. That was what the training manual said. But that was a long time ago, when he was backed up by the full might of a national security service. Not any more. Now he was just one man.


These people are going to kill you, the voice inside his head told him. They’re going to get what they need from you. Then they’re going to butcher you. It would not be a quick death, Street knew. He was familiar enough with their training. They would want some fun with him before applying the killer blow.


Unless I can find a way out of here, I’m a dead man.


‘You’re making a big mistake,’ he said to Mohawk, making his appeal directly to the leader. ‘You don’t know who you’re dealing with.’


‘Shut the fuck up,’ Ring One snapped.


Street tried again. ‘I’ve got colleagues. They’ll come looking for me, once they find out I’m missing. You should let me go now, before things get bad for you.’


‘I said shut up, bitch!’


Ring One twisted in his seat and drove his balled left fist into Street’s ribs. Street bent forward at the waist, the seat belt tightening across his chest as he gasped for air. Then Ring One shoved his Taser tight against Street’s groin, shocking his balls.


The pain was excruciating. Like nothing Street had ever experienced. His testicles felt as if they might explode. He thrashed around wildly in his seat between Ring One and Ring Two, howling in agony. Ring One grinned and gave him another bump from the Taser.


‘That’s enough!’ Mohawk snapped, whipping round to face Ring One. ‘We don’t want to give him a heart attack.’
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