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For Tasha
My sun, my moon, and my stars – only brighter
and more beautiful









He had two guns, as I expected. His service weapon, and a backup. A factory-fresh Beretta M9/92F, and an ancient, scratched Walther PPK. One under his left arm, the other strapped to his left ankle.


Both still in their holsters.


There’s a strict protocol for bringing the career of a fellow professional to a premature end. It demanded that I take out the Beretta. Place it in his right hand. Curl his index finger through the trigger guard. Release the safety. Discharge at least one round. Give him the final dignity of appearing to whoever found his body that he’d at least gone down fighting.


I’d always followed those rules before. With an Armenian. Two Iranians. A Peruvian. A Ukrainian. Even a Frenchman, on one bizarre occasion. But that evening, I left the guns where they were. I didn’t even loosen the straps that held them in place. I just left him lying facedown on the strip of coarse office carpet, picked up the green metal flask he’d been so desperate to take, and walked away.


He was from Royal Navy Intelligence, just like me.


The insult I’d paid him was deliberate. Calculated. Unmistakable, to anyone from our world.


And only ever paid to a traitor.










ONE



I come from a small family. My mother was an only child. My father had one sister, but they weren’t close. We didn’t see much of her even when I was a kid. Partly because she still lived in Ireland, and my parents found it a nuisance to get over there. But mostly because the two of them didn’t get on. My dad is very practical and down-to-earth. If he can’t see or touch or taste something, it doesn’t exist. My aunt was the absolute opposite. Her life was barely her own. She abdicated all personal responsibility and just drifted happily along, governed by an endless stream of signs and omens and portents and premonitions.


The premonitions in particular drove a wedge between the two of them. He thought she was some kind of crazy, half-pagan simpleton. She thought he was too stiff and stubborn to see the world in front of his nose. And so anytime the family was together, they fought. Relentlessly. Not physically, obviously. It was more subtle than that. At some point, soon after we arrived, she would announce a prediction. We would be waiting for it. He would denounce it. Then the duel would begin. There’d be endless, pointed looks. Barbed comments. Contrived, cynical observations. The level of sarcasm would ratchet higher and higher until one was proved right and the other descended into days of impenetrable sulking.


Believe me, those visits were always fun.


My own view falls somewhere between the two. I certainly don’t believe the future is already set. We’re not helpless. Our destiny is ultimately in our own hands. But take some time to think, mix that with a little experience, and it’s not too hard to see what’s waiting around the corner.


In some circumstances, at least.


Mainly the ones involving bosses and their stupid plans.


I knew no one was following me, but I still had the cab from Midway drop me half a mile from my destination. But this was no random paranoia. Old habits die hard. The first thing you always do when you’re sent somewhere new is tap into the service grapevine. To find out how the land lies in your next city. It’s quicker and more efficient than any corporate intranet I’ve ever come across. And from what I’d been hearing about the current state of play, a little extra caution would not be out of place.


The ride in from the airport felt strangely flat. I had no idea why I’d been sent to Chicago, but that wasn’t unusual. You begin lots of assignments without the slightest clue what you’re going to be asked to do. And the way a mission looks on paper is generally a million miles from how it plays out in the field. For me, that’s part of the excitement. Like being handed a Polaroid photograph, fresh from the camera, and watching as the image gradually takes shape on the warm, shiny paper. But the familiar feeling of promise and anticipation was completely missing that morning. Normally I love the first glimpse of a new place, but as I watched the cityscape morphing out of the traffic haze, it left me absolutely cold. Because I knew I wasn’t going to have anything meaningful to do, there. I was just passing through. Quickly, I hoped. I should have been called straight back to London. This detour had the feeling of a wrong turn about it. The sense that the fallout from my last mission—or the debacle that followed it—had knocked me off the freeway and shunted my career onto an obscure backstreet. I needed to get back into the thick of things, to put the record straight. And to find some real work to do. Something to keep me from dwelling too long on absent friends.


My orders were simple. Report to a liaison officer called Richard Fothergill. I’d never worked with the guy, but I’d heard him talked about often enough over the years. The prospect of meeting him was the one ray of sunshine cutting through the heavy, swirling clouds that had filled the sky since dawn. And not because he was supposed to be nice. His reputation made him out to be pretty much the opposite. Which actually seemed like a good thing, that morning. Recent events had left me with no wish to add to my circle of friends.


In my profession there’s a line that’s better not crossed when it comes to building friendships. The rationale is pretty obvious. And the line is even more pronounced when it comes to closer, more personal relationships. This rule was made clear to me when I first started out, and back then I’d never have dreamed of breaking it. Assignment after assignment came and went, and I never wavered. I never came close. I never thought I would. And then, three years ago, something happened to change that. Or rather, someone. My liaison officer on a job in Madrid. Tanya Wilson. The most spectacular human who ever lived.


Tanya and I both knew the conventions. We were aware of the protocols. We’d heard all the wise words and sensible advice from the senior ranks. But despite everything, the line that divided us evaporated before our eyes. I felt like it had never existed. Without it, we started to fall. And we’d have fallen all the way—there’s no doubt—if it hadn’t been for two things. A spell in the hospital for me. And a transfer order for her.


The hours after Tanya left turned into days and then weeks, but she was never far from my thoughts. And even after the months had become years, no one ever took her place. I often wondered whether things would be the same if our paths ever crossed again. I’d almost lost hope of that happening, though, when she did suddenly resurface. It was at the end of the case I’d just closed. And her presence showed me two things.


The flame had not burned out during our time apart.


And the line that should have separated us had been drawn for a reason.


So, with both the personal and professional sides of my life needing a shot in the arm, it’s fair to say I was looking for a short-term distraction. Richard Fothergill sounded like he could fit the bill. He was a very unusual person. Because although he worked in liaison now, he’d started his service life in the field. He’d made a transition that most observers would tell you is impossible. Which statistically, it is. I’ve checked. And from what I’ve been told, only sixteen people have ever managed it.


I figured the Hancock Center was a suitably innocuous location, so I bailed out and found a good spot, near the flags and the fountains. I paused there for five minutes, watching the shoppers and tourists and office workers bracing themselves against the wind. I waited until I was certain that no one was paying me any undue attention. Then I walked north for another block, crossed the street, and made my way back up the opposite side of Michigan Avenue.


It took me twelve minutes to reach the Wrigley Building. The public entrance to the British Consulate is on the thirteenth floor, but I took the elevator to the fourteenth, to an office marked with our usual cover name—UK Trade & Investment. The receptionist was expecting me. She checked my ID and then came out from behind her desk and led me to a row of doors on the right of the lobby area, away from the main corridor. There were four. They looked like closets from the outside, but when she opened the nearest one I saw it led to a clear cylinder, about seven feet tall and three feet across. The segment facing me slid open, and she gestured for me to step inside. It was unusual for people to make me bother with this kind of thing, but after what had apparently happened here in the last couple of days I supposed a bit of stable-door bolting was inevitable. I complied, and immediately the curved glass slotted back into place behind me. I heard a gentle hiss and dry, bottled air swirled around me for fully twenty seconds. The sound died away. I waited while the machine sniffed for incriminating particles. Then an indicator light above my head turned from red to green and the panel ahead of me swung aside, releasing me into the narrow gray corridor on the other side.


The office I wanted was at the far end, on the left. The door was standing open, so I gave a cursory knock and stepped straight inside. The room was larger than I was expecting. Around twenty feet by thirty. Not a bad size for a liaison guy. In fact, the biggest I’d ever seen. There was a glass desk to my left, completely bare, with a high-tech chrome and black mesh chair behind it. A round glass coffee table to my right, covered with newspapers, and surrounded by four black leather chairs. A densely woven Oriental rug filling most of the floor space between the two areas. And another man, directly ahead of me on the far side of the room. He was on his feet, his back toward me, gazing out at the river from the central one of three large windows. He was around five feet eleven with thick, glossy gray hair clipped neatly above the collar of his blue pin-striped jacket. When he turned to greet me I saw that his lined face looked somber and dignified, like a statesman or a judge. I put him in his late fifties. He was smart. Imposing. The kind of person a corporation or government department would put on TV to break the worst kind of news. The only thing that jarred was his left arm. It was in a sling. But it wasn’t the injury that struck me. I’d already heard the rumor about his recent brush with a 9 mm bullet. Fired by a fellow officer. In that very room. No. It was the material he’d used to support it that caught my eye. It was fine, blue, pin-striped wool. Exactly the same kind of cloth as his suit. A haute couture bandage. I couldn’t see this guy cutting it easily in the field, anymore. He must be spending too much time behind his desk. Or in front of a mirror.


“Commander Trevellyan?” he said, offering me his hand. “David?”


“In the flesh,” I said, as we shook.


“Delighted to meet you,” he said, taking my arm and guiding me toward the easy chairs. “Shall we sit? My name’s Fothergill, by the way. But please, call me Richard.”


“Any chance of a coffee around here, Richard?”


“I’m sure we could round some up for you,” Fothergill said. “Be pleased to. We’ve heard a lot about you. Word spreads quickly. Especially from New York. The Big Apple’s a very leaky place, you know. You should remember that. Though I doubt you’ll be rushing back there, anytime soon.”


I didn’t reply.


“No trouble en route, I hope?” he said.


“None,” I said. “Why? Should there be? It’s hardly an arduous journey.”


“Nothing untoward at La Guardia?”


“Nothing. I used the Marine Terminal. It’s small. Quiet. There was no problem at all. I wish all airports were like that.”


“Well, that’s good. It’s a relief, actually. I’m just glad we were able to pull the right strings. Get the NYPD to back off for long enough to get you out.”


“We?”


“Well, the New York people did the actual string pulling, obviously. But I’m happy we’re here to offer you a port in a storm, as it were. No use them getting you out if you had nowhere safe to go.”


“Are you confusing me with someone else? No one got me out of anything. I’d finished what I was doing over there. And the police had no reason to be sniffing around me.”


“Of course,” Fothergill said, pulling a newspaper from the bottom of the pile and placing it in front of me. “Whatever works for you. I completely understand.”


The paper was a copy of yesterday’s New York Times. It was folded to emphasize the story beneath a double-width photograph. The picture showed a house festooned with crime-scene tape. The headline read BUTCHERED IN THE BRONX: WOMAN, MEN MASSACRED IN UNEXPLAINED, SAVAGE ATTACK. I didn’t need to read the report. I knew they wouldn’t have got the details right. And what happened in that house didn’t strike me as unduly savage, given the circumstances. So instead I took a moment to glance around the room, checking the walls and furniture for signs of bullet damage. I wanted to know if the story about how he’d been injured was true. Being shot in your own office by a colleague did seem a little unusual. Not to mention embarrassing. But then, I’d known this guy less than two minutes and already I was beginning to understand how it could happen. Only if it had been me pulling the trigger, he’d have been left needing more than a fancy sling.


“Interesting story,” I said, thinking of the last time I’d seen Tanya. “Someone must have had a pretty good reason to do all that.”


“A very good reason,” he said. “I hear the first officer to respond lost his breakfast, the scene was so brutal. Which is something, for a cop used to working the Bronx.”


“Really?” I said. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been there.”


Well, I’d been there once, actually. To one house. To take care of one piece of business.


“Of course you haven’t,” he said, tapping the side of his nose. “Of course, the NYPD think otherwise.”


“They’ve been wrong before,” I said.


“Not this time. I understand they’re very confident.”


“How so? I hear there were no survivors. No witnesses. No usable forensics.”


I knew there were none. I’d gone out of my way to make sure.


“But they do have the victim’s identity,” he said. “And that tells them a lot.”


“Which victim?” I said. “Weren’t there several?”


I remembered each one’s face. Their clothes. Their smell. What they’d been doing as I tracked them through the house. How they looked as I lowered them, lifeless, to the ground and moved on to the next one in line.


“There were eight or nine, they think,” he said.


“I’d say more like seven,” I said. “From what I heard.”


Only four of them had been any good, though. The others should have found another line of work.


“It’s the woman they’re focusing on,” he said.


And why not? That’s exactly what I’d done. Though for an entirely different reason.


“How chivalrous,” I said.


“No,” he said. “Just practical. A lot of things stand out about her.”


“I’m sure they do.”


“I’m serious. The way she was singled out, for example. She was the last to go, you know.”


I did know. Because I’d planned it that way. I hadn’t wanted any interruptions.


“Are they sure about that?” I said.


“Yes,” he said. “They’re certain.”


“Then maybe she was hiding when, whatever it was, all kicked off. Maybe the others were trying to protect her.”


They didn’t try very hard. But it wouldn’t have mattered if they had. Nothing and no one could have saved her that night.


“That’s what the NYPD think,” he said. “That the men were her bodyguards.”


“They didn’t do such a good job, then,” I said. “They hardly put up a fight. By the sound of it. She should have hired more carefully.”


I remembered the misplaced sense of peace in the house, when the final guard was dead. The stillness. The silence. The inevitability, once the last obstacle had been removed.


“The police don’t think it was the guards’ fault,” he said. “They’re not blaming them at all.”


“Why not?” I said.


I felt like I was back there, moving from room to room, feeling her presence, knowing the end was near.


“They were all ex-military,” he said. “Well trained. Heavily armed. No trace of drink or drugs. None of them had been sleeping on the job. They were just overwhelmed.”


“Implying a number of attackers, then, surely?” I said.


I’d had her in my sights once before, and then stood aside to let the authorities take their shot. I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. And she knew it.


“No,” he said. “Just one. A professional. Someone who does this kind of thing for a living.”


I had warned her. She knew I’d be coming.


“They don’t know that,” I said. “The police are just fishing.”


“No,” he said. “Look. These guards were killed one at a time. Silently, so as not to alarm the others. Or the neighbors. Some had their necks broken. Others were stabbed, neatly, between the ribs. One was suffocated. They were picked off methodically to give . . . someone . . . access to this woman.”


He was right. It had been methodical. A means to an end. Collateral damage. Nothing more. And no worse than you can expect, if you sign up for the wrong side.


“That proves nothing,” I said.


“And there’s the way she was killed,” he said. “Someone physically dragged her out of her panic room. Then shot her in the head. Twice. From close range.”


I hadn’t wanted to touch her, but there’d been no choice. She wasn’t dignified enough to come out on her own.


“Probably a mob hit,” I said.


“No,” he said. “The police think not. She wasn’t on her knees when she was shot, for a start. Mob guys always make their victims kneel, apparently. Whoever did this wanted to look her in the eye when they pulled the trigger.”


He had it backward, this time. I didn’t want to look at her, particularly. I wanted her to look at me. To know who was pulling the trigger. And to have no doubt as to who was being avenged.


“Maybe this guy took more pride in his work,” I said.


“Maybe, but it wasn’t brutal enough,” he said. “There was no sadism. If one outfit was moving in on another, they would have wanted to send a message. Something depraved. Crazy. Psychotic, even. It’s the same the world over. But whoever did this was cold. Calculating. Deliberate. Like a surgeon chopping out something malignant.”


Now he was back on the money. The woman had been malignant. Like a virulent tumor, corrupting everything she touched. There was no way, in all good conscience, I could have let her survive.


“Well, we could speculate all day,” I said. “But whoever killed her, I expect she deserved it.”


“I’m sure she did,” he said. “But the point is, this was personal. This woman was executed. This specific woman. Who you just happened to know. Very well, I understand.”


“I did?”


I knew her only too well. And I wish with all my heart that the day I met her had never dawned.


“You were a recent houseguest of hers, apparently,” he said.


“Really?” I said. “Who was she? I didn’t see any names in that report.”


“The police withheld it. My sources could only give me a first name.”


“Which was?”


“Lesley. Although I think you knew that.”


Lesley. An ordinary name before I met her. Now a name I’ll never forget.


“Lesley?” I said. “That’s pretty common sounding. There must be lots of Lesleys in a city the size of New York.”


“Come on, David,” he said. “I’ve played along with this for long enough. We all know what you did. And you’re with friends, here.”


“Nice try. But I’m admitting nothing.”


“Of course not. That’s the first rule. But you wouldn’t be worthy of the uniform if you’d just stood back, after what this woman did.”


I didn’t reply.


“I understand, David,” he said. “I do. Working here isn’t that different from life in the field. The liaison community, well, we’re a pretty tight bunch. I heard about what this Lesley did to Tanya. And I heard you two were close.”


I wasn’t happy that we’d become fodder for the navy gossip machine. And I had no idea what he’d heard about us. But whatever it was, I could guarantee it fell a long way short of the truth.


“Besides, Tanya had a lot of friends,” he said. “We’d all have done the same thing. Given the chance.”


I bit my tongue.


“Look, David, even London approves,” he said. “Unofficially, of course. That’s why the NYPD were kept at arm’s length for so long. But there’s a limit to what they’ll turn a blind eye to. They were straining at the leash. You dump the worst horror show anyone’s ever seen in the middle of their patch and leave them looking like they can’t catch the perpetrator. The press are slaughtering them ten ways till Christmas. They’re humiliated.”


“They’ll get over it,” I said, “or they’ll just frame someone. Some lowlife they’ve been trying to rid themselves of for years. It’s happened before. Whoever’s behind this probably did them a favor.”


“They don’t see it like that. Seriously, we needed you out of there. Pronto. I was genuinely worried we’d left it too late.”


“I left because I was ready. Nothing else. My only question is, why am I here? I should be back in London. It’s time to get back to work.”


“It is. And that’s exactly why you’re here. Your next job is here.”


“It can’t be. You never work the same country twice. It’s a rule. You know that.”


“Technically, it’s a convention. But that doesn’t matter. The point is, you’re still off the books. Officially, you don’t exist. And that’s what’s important right now.”


“Why?”


Fothergill took a moment to reply. He licked his lips, and I saw his eyes track across to a point on the wall in the shadow of the radiator below the left-hand window. To a patch of paint that was slightly lighter than the rest. A recent repair. Around an inch and a half square. The kind of area a bullet could still make a mess of, even after passing through someone’s arm.


Immediately, that second, I knew what was coming my way. Housecleaning. Again. The most distasteful task there is. And I realized something else at the same moment. That there was another difference between my aunt and me.


It gives me no pleasure when my premonitions turn out to be right.


None at all.










TWO



Back in the far-off days of basic training, I remember the various exercises we took part in always started with a full, formal briefing.


In the early days of the course, the administrators made a point of giving us plenty of notice. They gave out printed timetables, and posted any amendments on the huge notice board that dominated the training school foyer. That way, if something went wrong with someone’s performance, the instructors knew the person’s underlying skills were to blame, rather than wondering if they’d just misunderstood their instructions. As time went on, though, things became less reliable. We’d find ourselves being dragged into a conference room at the end of a run or hauled out of bed in the middle of the night, when we were too tired to concentrate properly. We were given less time to absorb the information. And details that were always bang-on accurate at the start became increasingly vague and unreliable with each passing week.


At the time I thought this was all done to boost our powers of initiative and self-reliance. It certainly did that. And whether this was an intended consequence or not, it taught us something else.


That however bleak things look at the outset, there’s a pretty high chance they’re going to get a whole lot worse.


Fothergill fetched some coffee, closed the door behind him, and told me how a man he’d known for ten years had tried to kill him.


“So who is this guy?” I said.


“His name’s Tony McIntyre,” he said. “He’s Scottish. A lieutenant commander, just like you. Five years’ less service, but a good man all the same. Or so I thought.”


“You worked with him in the past?”


“Four times. On four different continents. Plus another stint when we were instructors together. It’s funny how people’s paths keep crossing like that.”


“And he was recently posted here?”


“No. He was AWOL. Made it here under his own steam. Sought me out. Told me he’d gone off the rails—blamed some other people for it, of course—but said that he wanted to come clean.”


“Really? He just came out and told you that?”


“Yes. You’ve got to understand something. I’ve been around a while. People hear about me. And they’re only human. Sometimes they slip. This wasn’t the first time I’d been asked to help someone get back on his feet.”


“So what was it that tripped him up?”


“Weapons. The urge to steal them. Then sell them. To all sorts of shady characters, he said. For large sums of money.”


“That’s not good.”


“Actually, it was worse than just weapons. He’d got his hands on something really filthy. A canister of some kind of poison gas. Awful stuff, apparently.”


“Only one?”


“That’s more than enough.”


“Above the counter? Or below?”


“What do you think?”


“How did he come across it?”


“Goodness knows. But he’d been in Afghanistan for more than two years. Have you ever been there?”


“I can’t recall.”


“Well, I’ve been. Twice. And I can tell you—it’s crazy there. Absolute insanity. I’m not surprised by anything that finds its way over there. Or back out again.”


“So what was he planning to do with this stuff?”


“Ha. Here’s where everything went pear-shaped. He told me he was scared of it. He’d found out what it can do. Realized it was too dangerous to put in the hands of random terrorists. So, he wanted some kind of a deal. He wanted me to broker one for him. Because of our history. Said I was the only person he could trust. He thought he could just hand in the gas and squeal on his buyers in return for immunity.”


“And you went along with this? Were you smoking crack, at the time?”


“Look, I liked him. I knew him. I thought I could trust him.”


“But you found out the hard way?”


“I saw through him. Do you know what he was trying to do?”


“Let me guess. Sell the gas. Collect the money. Leave you to take the fall.”


“Right, right, and right. Unfortunately.”


“And?”


“He realized that I was onto him. We both drew down. We both took a round. I got a new rug to hide the bloodstains. He got out of the building and vanished. London tore me a new one for my troubles. Then sent you, to dig us all out of the mire. Now that you’re the blue-eyed boy again.”


“I doubt that’ll last—but anyway. Where’s the gas now?”


“He told me he’d brought it with him, to Chicago. To sell. We think it’s still in the city somewhere. Only we don’t know where.”


“Excellent. You can’t beat solid intelligence. And the guy? McIntyre?”


“Better news, there. We have a firm lead on him. We know where he went to get patched up.”


“Where?”


“To a cosmetic surgery clinic, of all places.”


“No chance. That’s too obvious. He wouldn’t go anywhere listed in the yellow pages. He’d find some other way. However badly hurt he was.”


“No. The police recovered surgical instruments from the place. The blood matched the samples he left behind on my floor. He was definitely there. And because of the way they organize things for hygiene, we even know which doctor treated him.”


“It’s got to be a setup. It’s got red herring written all over it.”


“Normally, I’d agree. But we didn’t stumble on this clinic by chance. It’s part of a chain. Here and in Europe. Remember McIntyre blamed other people for turning him dirty? Well, one of them runs mercenaries out of Prague. A bloke called Gary Young. He’s ex–Royal Marines, just like McIntyre. We’ve been watching him for years. And he uses these clinics whenever one of his men needs attention, away from the public eye. He may even own a slice of them.”


“I’m still not convinced.”


“It flies, David. We’ve checked. It was definitely McIntyre’s blood. And based on what the police recovered from the place, we know he had surgery. That means his wounds were serious. So his options were limited. He couldn’t wander the city indefinitely, leaking everywhere. He’d have been spotted.”


“OK. Maybe he was there. But how does that help?”


“Our doctors say he’ll need follow-up treatment. He’ll have to come back. Probably tomorrow. Possibly the day after. London want you to be there. To lift him when he appears.”


“That’s ridiculous.”


“Why?”


“One, he won’t show. Even if he risked it before, no way will he go to the same place twice. And two, even if he does appear, you don’t need me to nick him. The local plod’s already on board. They can pick him up.”


“We can’t let the police any further into this, David. We have to close it down in-house.”


“Why?”


“Two reasons. First, there’s the gas. The bottom line is, it has to be recovered.”


“I’m sure it does. But not by me. This has nothing to do with embassy or consulate security.”


“McIntyre tried to kill me, remember.”


“That’s a shame. And it’s something for Internal Security to sort out. Not me.”


“These are London’s orders, David. I’m not calling the shots, here.”


“Then you should have challenged them. Because whether it’s me you’re talking about or someone else, giving it to an individual is crazy. They should put a team on a job like this.”


“For what it’s worth, I agree. I asked for a team, in fact. But London said no. They’re adamant. They want things taken care of discreetly. Too many cooks can cause a scene, and no civilians can hear anything about this. And no one from the U.S. authorities, either. One of our people has left lethal chemical agents lying around in our major ally’s second city, for goodness sake. And the prospective buyers may be here, too. Think of the consequences.”


“Think of the consequences if the job goes wrong, because we’re shorthanded. This better not be a budget thing.”


“I understand your concern, David. But you’re looking at things from the wrong angle. After New York, it’s fair to say you’re not flavor of the month, back home. Yes? So this is your chance to put that right. Get your career back on track. The situation’s serious. It’s on the verge of humiliating several senior people. Taking care of it will buy you a lot of forgiveness. Moaning about resources? That’ll do the opposite.”


I didn’t respond.


“Something else to think about,” he said. “I’m still pretty well plugged in. Make this go away with the minimum of fuss, and I can put in a good word for you. Directly into some very influential ears.”


“That’s an interesting angle,” I said, sensing the inevitable. “Suppose I give it a shot. Is there anyone in-house who could help? Specialists, to handle the chemicals, at least?”


“Don’t worry about the gas. It’s completely safe. As long as it stays in its container.”


“Sounds like a big if to me. And the second thing?”


“London want a hard arrest. And you know those are always carried out solo.”


A hard arrest. The kind that involves body bags rather than handcuffs. They’re usually reserved for known terrorists and hostage takers who somehow slip every other kind of net. But they’re also applied to our own people, gone bad. Cases like that were rare. Which was lucky, because carrying them out was never straightforward. They put you up against a highly motivated individual with the same background and training as yourself, but generally with an added dose of craziness. They’re not easy. And they’re not fun.


“Hard?” I said. “Is that definite?”


“Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry. I triple-checked. But it shouldn’t be a problem for a guy like you, surely?”


“I’ll need secondary confirmation, before I even consider it. I need to hear the words.”


“Understood. I thought you’d say that. I’ve got a call already set up, with my control.”


“And McIntyre’s mug shot. The most up-to-date we’ve got.”


“Already prepared.”


“Details of this gas. And whatever kind of container it’s kept in.”


“I’ve got pictures of the canister. It’s fairly standard, apparently. But information on the gas itself is a bit thin on the ground. That might take a little longer.”


“What about the doctor? Do we know his name? What he looks like?”


“We do. He’s called Alvin Rollins. His picture’s all over the clinic’s Web site. I’ve printed you a copy. Anything else?”


“A cell phone.”


“You don’t have one?”


“No.”


“Well, we’ll have to put that right. I’m going to need regular updates from you, David, whenever you’re outside this building. I can’t help you if I don’t know where you are. Luckily I have a couple of spare handsets right here. Personally, I think staying close and tight is key. You can’t overestimate the importance of communication on an operation like this.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll keep you posted. But on top of the phone, I’ll need a weapon. Something clean. The old one accidentally fell into the East River.”


“We’ve got the usual to pick from, downstairs.”


“I’m fine with a Beretta.”


“That’s easy, then. I’ll get them sent up. Anything else? Or does that wrap things up?”


“One other thing. Transport. I’ll need a car.”


“I’ll call the motor pool. It’s over near O’Hare. They should have something available.”


“Thanks. But I don’t think that’s going to work. I’ve got something fairly specific in mind. And I doubt it’s in our usual stable.”










THREE



Ten years is a key milestone in Royal Navy Intelligence. Reach it, and you get an extra week’s annual leave. Enhanced death in service benefits. And you find that all kinds of alternative career paths can start to open up. If you last that long. And you want them to.


One of the most popular options is to become an IOR, or instructor on rotation. The accreditation process isn’t all that arduous, and once you’re certified, you keep one foot in the field and one in the classroom. It averages out to around an eighty/twenty split in terms of time throughout a whole year, and there are many advantages to this way of working. It adds some variety to your everyday life. Takes you away from the sharp end for a few weeks at a time, like another kind of paid vacation. And ensures that the new recruits are taught by people with up-to-date, real-world skills.


For all the advantages, though, it’s not an idea that’s ever appealed to me. I like life at the sharp end. And I think I’d have trouble cooperating with the course assessors. Because in my experience, they’re not always looking for what’s important after you’ve left the classroom behind.


In training, what they look for is the ability to follow your brief.


In the field, the only thing that matters is getting the job done.


I didn’t care what Fothergill said. He’d been out of the field for far too long. He wasn’t anticipating how McIntyre would think. If the guy could make his way from Afghanistan to the United States with a canister of illegal military gas under his coat and not get caught, he must be halfway competent. There was no chance he’d be stupid enough to set foot anywhere near the clinic a second time. The best we could hope for was that he’d rely on the same doctor. So I changed London’s plan a little. I didn’t go inside and find a pretext to hang around there for hours, the next day, as they suggested. I only stayed long enough to verify that Rollins—the surgeon identified by the Chicago police—had showed up for work. I located his silver BMW in the basement garage. Made sure I had sight of where both fire exits emerged onto the street, as well as the main entrance. Then I dropped back out of sight. And waited.


The officer who’d delivered the Police Interceptor to my hotel that morning was refreshingly enthusiastic about his work. He briefed me at length about the vehicle’s V8 engine. Its heavy-duty transmission and brakes. Up-rated springs and shock absorbers. Special shielding around the fuel tank. Kevlar linings in the front doors. Stab plates in the front seats. But strangely, he didn’t mention the one feature I actually cared about. The exterior appearance. The car had been done up to look exactly like a taxi. And since ninety percent of the city’s cabs are also Crown Victorias, that gave it a critical advantage. Tucked into the mouth of an alley between the buildings opposite the clinic, it was effectively invisible.


I’d been dubious about whether McIntyre would risk using any kind of mainstream medical facility after his confrontation with Fothergill, but when I found the building I saw it did have a couple of points in its favor. For a start, its location. It was on the corner of Illinois and State. Less than four blocks from the consulate. Not too far for him to go, even carrying an injury. Then there was its clientele. A constant stream of people entering and leaving, offering him plenty of cover. Many of them were also covered in bandages, so he wouldn’t stand out. Add to that its layout, and I was prepared to change my mind. It had multiple exit points, to lessen the chances of being cornered. And if he could acquire a vehicle, there was easy access to escape routes north, south, east, or west.


I knew there was a chance that McIntyre would break the chain at that point. Skip the follow-up altogether, or find another medic to carry it out. And if he did summon Dr. Rollins, he could send a cab to fetch him. Or a car, with a professional driver. Neither of which would be the end of the world. They would just make it harder for me to follow without being spotted. But in the end, after two and a half hours—just before eleven o’clock—I saw the nose of the silver BMW edging out of the clinic’s garage. The doctor was at the wheel. Alone. He turned left, heading east, toward the lake. I let two other cars move between us, then eased out into the traffic behind him.


Rollins drove smoothly, making no late turns or unexpected maneuvers. He was making no attempt to disguise where he was heading, which made me think he didn’t know where his final destination would be. He was probably going to collect instructions from McIntyre along the way. Most likely several times. That’s the way I’d have done it in McIntyre’s shoes—injured, gone to ground, with no backup, in a strange city.


We continued down Illinois Street, followed underneath Michigan Avenue, swung right onto Columbus, and eventually merged with Lake Shore Drive. We passed the Field Museum and Soldier Field on our left. Then through the centre of McCormick Place, pale on the right, dark and mysterious on the left. Rollins cruised sedately in the middle lane. I stayed with him—sometimes two cars behind, sometimes three—until I was sure where he was headed. Midway Airport. Satisfied, I dropped back another six car lengths. Rollins was an amateur. There was nothing to suggest he was even looking for a tail, but it never hurts to be careful.


The main reason for McIntyre to send Rollins to an airport would be to neutralize any aerial surveillance the Chicago police might have put up. Even police helicopters aren’t allowed to operate near major commercial flight paths. But there were two other possibilities. One was to give Rollins a safe place to make his first call for directions. There were plenty of pay phones in the large, public concourses. McIntyre would know he couldn’t risk letting Rollins use a cell phone. Or even to e-mail from a BlackBerry. Anyone doing that is just asking to be tracked. I’d give a pound to a penny that Rollins had been told to leave them locked in his office, in case the temptation proved too much. The other explanation was to give him the chance to change cars. With time to prepare, McIntyre would have left a replacement vehicle, keys hidden nearby, in one of the parking lots. In these circumstances, though, he’d have to rely on a rental car. I knew from the notices I’d seen yesterday when I was passing through that eight rental companies operate from Midway. All have their collection points in the same parking garage. And that was the garage I saw Rollins pull into, twenty-one minutes after leaving the clinic.


The garage exit is relatively wide. There are seven tollbooths. Four were out of service that morning, so I found a spot behind a group of maintenance vehicles where I could keep an eye on the other three. One hundred and ninety-eight cars emerged during the next thirty-three minutes. Seven were silver BMWs. Four were the right age and model. But none belonged to Rollins. His must have been left inside. Because he had switched cars. To a white Ford Taurus. I saw him sneaking out through the center booth, crouched low in his seat, the light reflecting off his bulbous Rolex as he showed the rental company exit pass to the parking attendant.


Rollins stopped at four pay phones on his way back from the airport. One was at a gas station. One outside a McDonald’s. One near a Starbucks. And one inside a tattoo parlor, which clearly made him uncomfortable. After each phone call we looped back on ourselves, re-covering old ground and switching direction apparently on a whim. And each time he got back behind the wheel, his driving became a little jerkier and more erratic. He was clearly getting nervous, jumping a light on Clybourn and nearly colliding with a minivan at a weird six-way junction between Halsted, Fullerton, and Lincoln. Then finally, after we’d covered just short of forty-eight apparently aimless miles, Rollins slowed down. He took a right from Orchard onto Arlington Place. There was a gap in a line of cars parked outside an old, stone-fronted apartment building. Rollins spotted it late and swung the Taurus wildly into the space, stopping abruptly with his front wheel jammed up against the curb and the car rocking drunkenly on its springs. I dumped the Crown Vic half a block farther down and made my way back along the opposite side of the street, on foot. Rollins stayed in his car for exactly ten minutes. He was sitting bolt upright, his eyes alternating anxiously between his watch and his rearview mirror. I guessed he was following instructions. Probably McIntyre’s idea of Anti-Surveillance 101.


They both should have saved their time.


Rollins took one last anxious look behind him, then shuffled out awkwardly onto the sidewalk, dragging a battered black leather medical bag after him. He started walking slowly, almost inviting me to come after him. I watched him stroll halfway back to Orchard Street, then suddenly turn on his heel and head back quickly toward his car, blatantly staring at everyone who approached him. I smiled, and stayed in the lee of a UPS van until he was well past me, almost to the junction with Geneva Terrace. Then I followed. He turned right, still hurrying, spending so much time looking backward that he almost got run over by a blond woman in a white Toyota who was pulling out of a narrow driveway. He waved apologetically and immediately crossed the street, still heading for Fullerton. But before he got to the intersection he turned left, into an alleyway. It was clean. Straight. About five hundred feet long. I could see the service entrance for a modern apartment building at the far end. And the alley was broad. There was enough space for two cars to pass, if they took it easy. Which made it wider than the streets in some cities I’d been to. Many of the houses it served had garages or spaces to park. But one thing it didn’t have was house numbers. Rollins slowed down, appearing to count the gates. He stopped outside the tenth from the end, took a moment to gather himself, then disappeared from sight.


I reached the gate in time to see Rollins standing at the side of a large building. It was built of red brick. Three stories high, with ornate stone set all around the deep bay windows that overlooked the rear yard. Originally a single residence I’d guess, but now converted into apartments, judging by the iron fire escape that ran its full height, filling the gap between it and its neighbor. Apartments that were now vacant, judging by the weeds that filled the yard and the empty rooms I could see through the grimy rear windows.


It was perfect. McIntyre was lucky to have found it.


The side door opened, and Rollins stepped inside. He moved stiffly, as if he were reluctant to enter. I waited a moment to make sure he didn’t reappear. Promising as things looked, there was always a chance he was only there to pick up more instructions. But the door stayed closed, so I called Fothergill and brought him up to date. I hadn’t given him a situation report all day. After my last conversation with Tanya in New York I was feeling pretty disinclined to use the phone, and he did nothing to encourage me to communicate more. He’d turned into a typical desk jockey, all questions and queries and worries and second guesses, so I fobbed him off with the bare minimum of information and got back to work. I switched my phone to vibrate. Then I slipped through next-door’s gate and made my way silently toward the buildings, hugging the fence for cover.


I’d guess that this house had also been divided into apartments, based on the size of the two Dumpsters that were lined up against its rear wall. The left-hand one was only a foot away from the fence so I tested its lid, then climbed on top. From there I could reach across the boundary and get a grip on the lowest horizontal platform of McIntyre’s fire escape. The fence looked too flimsy to take my weight so I braced one foot against the wall and vaulted over to the other side. I hung by my hands for a moment then dropped to the ground, making sure to avoid the lowest metal step. I didn’t know where in the building McIntyre would be holed up, so I couldn’t afford to make any sound.


Thick clods of dark red paint were peeling from the beams that supported the fire escape, and the whole structure was rusting badly, but when I tested the bottom step it didn’t creak or squeal. The next one up was the same. I crept up to the first platform without making a sound. It ran the whole width of the house. An emergency door served it from each end, and four windows overlooked it. I tried both doors. Both were locked. The windows were all closed. But two had frosted glass. That meant they would lead to bathrooms. Which was good. Bathrooms are less likely to be permanently occupied than bedrooms or kitchens or living rooms. And anyone who did happen to be inside would be in less of a position to resist.


I picked the window on the left, because it was closer. I worked my fingers between the casement and the soft, rotting wooden frame. Then forced them up toward the center, where I guessed the catch would be. And pulled.


The window gave way with no more than a soggy tearing sound, like ripping open a damp cardboard package, and I caught the remains of the lock before it hit the iron platform. But still I ducked down, out of sight. I waited for two minutes. Nothing stirred from inside, so I climbed into the room. I balanced on the end of the bathtub. Stepped down and crossed to the doorway. Checked the landing. And headed down the stairs.


Normally I would have expected McIntyre to favor one of the upstairs rooms. It would give him a better view of anyone approaching from outside. Separate him from any random trespassers, snooping around for anything easy to steal. And give him a tactical advantage, if it should become necessary to defend his position. But today I wasn’t interested in finding him straight away. It was more important to intercept Dr. Rollins on his way back out of the building. He could fill me in on McIntyre’s condition. Whether he was armed. The location and layout of his bolt-hole. And possibly provide a way to persuade McIntyre to open his door without me having to break it down.


At first I thought there were two apartments on the first floor, because there was an entrance at right angles on either side of the glass door that led to the large, square entrance lobby. One was locked. But the other door swung open as soon as I touched the handle. It led to a wide space with a tiled floor, fluorescent lights, and rough whitewashed walls. It was empty, but from the marks on the tiles and the remnants of pipe work strewn everywhere I’d say it had been a laundry room. No doubt useful for the people who’d lived in the building when it was still occupied. And certainly convenient for me, now.


I was still rooting around in the debris on the floor, looking for a length of abandoned pipe to use as a backup weapon, when I heard footsteps in the hallway above me. I moved quickly, sliding into place behind the open door and checking the view through the gap beneath the hinges. The footsteps moved to the stairs. They started to come down. There was only one set. The person was in a hurry. They reached the ground. Then I saw a figure reflected in the glass entrance door. It was Dr. Rollins. He scampered across the corridor and reached out, his hand shaking almost uncontrollably as he scrabbled for the latch. It wouldn’t turn. He wrestled with it, focusing entirely on the lock and paying no attention at all to his surroundings. A ten-year-old could have strolled up and tapped him on the back without him noticing. So it was no challenge at all to clamp my left hand over his mouth, grab his collar with my right, and march him back into the laundry, out of sight.


I closed the door behind me with my foot and led Rollins into the center of the room, under the light, where it was bright and spacious. His quivering was getting worse by the second, and I didn’t want him completely losing control. Not yet, anyway.


“Can you hear me?” I said. “Can you understand what I’m saying?”


I felt the muscles in his neck stiffen a little, but he didn’t answer.


“Dr. Rollins, can you hear me?” I said. “I don’t want you to worry. I’m here to help you. Now, if I let go, will you make a noise?”


His head twitched slightly.


“This is important, Doctor,” I said. “I need to be sure. Personal safety is on the line here, for both of us. So, if I let go, will you scream?”


This time he went to the opposite extreme, jerking his head wildly from side to side.


I removed my left hand from his mouth, and when twenty seconds passed without him squealing, I let go of his collar.


“Excellent,” I said. “Thank you. Now, turn around. Let’s talk.”


Rollins didn’t move.


“What’s wrong with your feet?” I said.


He didn’t answer.


“Are they stuck to the floor?” I said.


He stayed silent.


“Did you tread in wet cement?” I said. “Shall I call the fire department?”


Still nothing.


“Let’s simplify this,” I said. “Turn around. Answer my questions. Or I walk out of here and let the Chicago police come in and collect you.”


Rollins groaned softly and started to sway, but he still didn’t turn.


“The guy upstairs—he’s no choirboy,” I said. “You’ve been aiding and abetting a wanted felon. You’ve been caught red-handed. The police want to throw you in jail. And you know what will happen to a guy like you in jail, don’t you, Doctor?”


Rollins was silent again.


“You know what they’ll do to you?” I said. “Let’s just agree, it won’t be you giving the injections.”


“You’re disgusting,” he said.


“Maybe,” I said. “But do you want that, Doctor? Night after night?”


“No,” he said, eventually. “Of course not—but—please. I had no choice.”


“You have now,” I said. “Go to jail, or talk to me. Choose wisely. I’m the only one who can help you.”


“How? How can you help?”


“Turn around and we’ll talk.”


“Who are you? What can you do?”


“Turn around. Now.”


He stayed still.


“There are police officers outside,” I said. “Twelve. If you’re lucky, they might just shoot you. You could die in this room. In about thirty seconds. Unless you show me your face.”


Rollins shuffled around in a tight circle, taking tiny, slow steps like an arthritic old man. He was staring at the floor. I said nothing. His eyes crept up as far as my knees. I waited. They reached my waist. My chest. He faltered. Got a grip on himself. Wiped his eyes. And finally, awkwardly, managed to look me half in the face.
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