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PROLOGUE


The woman eased her foot off the accelerator just a little as she turned into the bend, and made a conscious effort to breathe. In the erratic sweep of her headlights, the landscape remained an amorphous blur of dips and ridges; the only thing she could see clearly were the white lines on the narrow ribbon of road unspooling ahead of her.


Driving fast on open roads was the only way she knew to combat the tension that had gripped her. Not that tension was really the word.


More like fear.


She thought back to her little girl, Poppy, tucked up snugly in her cot back in the cottage, and the dread gripped her even tighter. What was she thinking, leaving her there, alone and unprotected?


No, that was just paranoia. She needed to think clearly, remain rational. She gritted her teeth and focused on steering into the next curve. That was why she had grabbed her car keys and sped off into the night in the first place: to calm down. To sort her thoughts out so she could decide what was real and what was imagined.


So she could decide what the hell she was going to do.


For the next five minutes she just concentrated on keeping the car on the road, savouring the feeling of being right on the edge of control as she sped through the winding moor-land road, the hum of acceleration and the whining of the gears like a soothing lullaby.


When had she realized they were on to her?


There hadn’t been a particular incident, a single trigger. More like a growing sense of things not being quite right: the instinctive reaction of a trained watcher when they themselves were being watched. And then once she really started paying attention, things that had remained unnoticed in her peripheral vision suddenly came into focus.


The same dark-green saloon in her rear-view mirror twice within an hour.


The man in the dark raincoat pushing a trolley round the supermarket without buying anything.


The wrong number at seven in the morning.


It all added up.


The question was: what did it all add up to?


Or, rather, who?


Back in the day, she would have just called it in, carried on as normal and let the counter-surveillance lot deal with it. But that wasn’t an option any more. She wasn’t family. As far as they were concerned she’d burned her bridges. If she called, they’d probably just fob her off.


No one here of that name, I’m afraid. Are you sure you have the right number?


Someone would log it, of course: a curiosity to be looked into at a later date. When they had the time.


She rounded another curve and there was the moon, three-quarters full and impossibly bright, revealed briefly between scudding clouds. It was like a giant searchlight, and she felt dangerously exposed in its silvery glare. Flicking her eyes back to the road, she caught a sudden movement and dabbed her brakes just in time as a hare or a weasel flashed into the gorse.


She smiled to herself. Don’t go off the road, you silly bitch. You’re supposed to be calming yourself down, not driving into a ditch. But she didn’t slow. In fact, she gripped the wheel harder and put her foot firmly back on the accelerator. The adrenaline was doing her good, the need to focus on keeping control of the car freeing up the rest of her mind to sift through the data.


So, who could it be on her tail? Nobody connected to the last op, surely. There was simply no way anyone could have connected the dots and drawn a line back to her. Further back? Even less likely.


Unless . . .


She looked in her rear-view and saw headlights, a mile or so behind her, playing now-you-see-me as they vanished into a dip before reappearing at the crest of the rise. Should she slow, in case it was a patrol car? Unlikely: surely they had better things to do than roam the moors at one in the morning. But she eased her foot off the gas, just in case. She had nothing to hide if she was pulled over, but she could do without the aggravation.


As the headlights got nearer, she rehearsed what she would say. ‘Sorry, officer, was I going a little fast? I find going for a drive late at night clears the head, sometimes, don’t you? Have I been drinking? Absolutely not! But you can breathalyse me, if you like.’


That was when she saw the other pair of headlights, coming in the opposite direction towards her. ‘It’s getting like bloody Piccadilly Circus around here,’ she muttered wryly to herself. So much for the solitude of the moors at night.


The car behind must have been going a lot faster than she thought because it was suddenly right on her tail. She frowned and put her foot down to put a bit of distance between them again as the road straightened, but the other driver instantly matched her, his lights now filling her rear-view.


What’s he fucking playing at? she thought.


But she wasn’t worried. She couldn’t see what kind of car it was, but she knew she had enough under the bonnet, together with a local’s knowledge of every twist and turn in the road ahead, to outrun it if she had to.


It was only when she saw the other pair of headlights coming straight for her down the middle of the road that she felt the first beginnings of panic. She nudged the wheel, hugging the edge of the road as close as she could and inviting him to move over, but instead he moved further over to her side, making a collision inevitable. She only had seconds, but she waited until the very last moment to wrench the steering wheel to the right, her heart in her mouth as she put her foot down even further to try and keep her wheels on the road, but instead of letting her past, the other driver swung back into his lane, meaning she had no choice but to continue the turn. She heard the tyres screaming as they left the tarmac, suspended in mid-air for a moment before settling with a crunch onto the turf, then the whole car started bouncing crazily over ruts and ditches as it careened down an incline, the headlights tracing a crazy stroboscopic lightshow against the blackness.


She braced herself, the sickening feeling of the car being tossed around by forces out of her control making her gasp. She saw the boulder a split second before she hit it, a solid shape suddenly looming at her out of the darkness, then felt rather than heard the crash, an irresistible force lifting her out of her seat and smashing her head and shoulders against the roof of the car as it continued spinning though the air.


Time stopped.


She felt herself revolving in slow motion, and then nothing.


The car she’d been trying to avoid had come to a stop a hundred yards or so beyond the point where she’d left the road. Slowly it reversed back until it was alongside the second car. Two men got out. They were dressed in dark clothing and both wore black driving gloves. One was short and thick-set, with close-cropped grey hair and a fleshy face. The other was taller, his jacket hanging off his bony frame. With a mop of dark hair and sculpted cheekbones, he would have been handsome if it wasn’t for the long scar that bisected his cheek and tugged at the corner of his mouth, giving him a permanent sneer.


‘Nice job,’ said the short man.


The tall man shrugged. ‘She had some balls, I’ll give her that. I thought she was going to run me off the fucking road.’


The short man chuckled, pulling a small torch out of his pocket. ‘Better go and make sure, though.’


Together they followed the helter-skelter route she’d taken down the slope. The car was lying on its roof, one headlight still casting a mournful beam into the night. As they approached, they could hear the ticking of the engine as it cooled in the night air. The passenger door was open and hanging off its hinges. The short man leaned in carefully and played the torch around the interior.


‘She dead?’ the tall man asked.


‘Looks like it,’ the short man said after a few moments. The tall man took a step closer and peered in. She was hanging upside down like a puppet whose strings had been cut, her face dripping blood onto the roof.


‘“Looks like” ain’t good enough, though, is it?’ the tall man said.


‘Christ almighty, give me a fucking chance, will you?’ the short man replied.


The tall man stood back to give him room so he could shine the torch into what was left of the woman’s face. Bloody bubbles formed between her lips, and a sound emerged halfway between a moan and a whisper. The short man strained to hear.


Papa? Puppy?


Not quite dead, then. It would probably only be a matter of minutes, but in his experience it was best to be certain. Belt and braces, that was his motto.


Slowly, he reached forward until he was able to cup her jaw in one hand. He put one knee down to brace himself, then reached his other hand behind her head as far as he could and took a firm grasp of her hair.


‘Right then,’ he said.


With a quick movement he rotated her skull, as if he were trying to open a giant jar of pickles. Both men heard the crack.


‘There you go.’


He eased himself backwards out of the car, trying not to brush his clothing against the seat.


‘OK, all done.’


They walked back to the cars, careful not to step in the muddy ruts the wheels had carved out of the turf. The short man quickly shone his torch over the road. One set of skid marks.


Good.


He turned to say one last word to the tall man, but he was already in his car. As he got into his own car and started the engine, the tall man was pulling away. The short man did a three-point turn and drove off in the opposite direction.


Only after he had been driving for a mile or two and could no longer see the tall man’s tail lights in his rear-view did he allow himself a smile of satisfaction at a job well done.
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The pub was out of the way, but not too out of the way. A habit from being surveillance operatives, I suppose. Stay out of the limelight, but don’t go so far off the beaten track that you stand out. It was on a quiet street, but still close enough to the centre of town for a few tourists to have wandered in by accident. Otherwise it was locals, and being a Friday night at nine thirty, most of them seemed to be here.


The place wasn’t much to look at: a couple of TVs above the bar if you didn’t feel like talking and your phone didn’t have any charge, and some sort of noisy slot machine in the corner by the door to the toilets that could just about be heard flashing and beeping over the noise of conversation, as if vainly trying to get the patrons’ attention. A handful of framed photographs were stuck wonkily on the walls, some of them signed, suggesting local minor celebs – TV soap actors, maybe. I didn’t recognize any of them except, bizarrely, one: a photo of Michael Jordan, hanging improbably in the air over the basket. I was willing to bet he’d never stopped in for a pint here. All in all, it suggested an old man’s pub that someone had half-heartedly tried to liven up a bit before giving up.


It suited my mood. Good choice, Alex, I thought.


We hadn’t seen or spoken to each other for two months. In fact, the whole team had deliberately gone to ground since the op. Not that we suspected anyone was aware of our involvement. You’d never seen a D-Notice clamped so tight. But in these digital days you could never be a hundred per cent sure. There’s always some smart alec with a phone, always the chance that you got snapped somewhere you shouldn’t be, or talking to someone you shouldn’t be, and once those images were on the net, then anyone who was actually looking would eventually find them.


For the first few days after it all went down, the team hung around the hospital where I was recovering – a particularly brutal carjacking was the official line – just making sure there was always someone keeping an eye on who came and went. After all, it wasn’t as if they could put an armed policeman outside my door. But after I was discharged, they melted away. As if Blindeye had never existed.


As if we hadn’t just rescued the Foreign Secretary from being beheaded on live TV.


My injuries had pretty much healed by now. The muscle damage from the round I took in the chest seemed like a small price to pay. A nasty slash to my left forearm had been deep but managed to miss any vital tendons. A gashed cheek from somewhere. The details of the fight with the two jihadis on the houseboat were fuzzy now. And while my knee still gave me a bit of pain from time to time, the rest of the bumps and bruises had faded away.


To look at me, you wouldn’t think I’d gone toe to toe with two knife-wielding fanatics in the service of Queen and country.


Not that the Queen had known anything about it. Likewise the PM, and everyone else in the top echelons of the government and intelligence services. That was the whole point of Blindeye: because no one knew we existed, we didn’t have to play by the rules. If there was a threat, if a bad guy needed to be taken out, we just did it, no questions asked. And the operation against the two brothers had shown it worked. MI5 – my old employers – had dropped the ball. We’d been keeping tabs on the brothers, knowing they were planning something big, but at the crucial moment word came down that we had to let them go. Rules are rules. And so we did.


It made me mad. It made me wonder what the fuck I was doing, putting my life on the line to try and stop terrorists from killing innocent civilians on our own streets, when the powers that be made sure you had one hand tied behind your back. When the Director General told me he felt the same way, and that he was trying to put together a clandestine team who weren’t afraid of crossing the line if it meant taking bad actors off the board, who would do whatever needed to be done to keep our streets safe, due process be damned, it was just what I wanted to hear.


Alex felt the same way, too. We’d both had experience of the plug being pulled on surveillance ops, leaving dangerous terrorists in the wind. It was only a matter of time before a bloodbath was the result. There were only so many times you could drop the ball without scoring an own goal.


I hadn’t known the others – except for Alan Woodburn, of course, our tech guy – before we became a team, and I have to admit I was suspicious at first. First rule of intelligence: don’t trust anybody in a suit who hasn’t done the business at the sharp end. Second rule: don’t trust anybody else, either – not unless they’ve had your back and you’ve had theirs.


Well, there wasn’t time for that. With Blindeye it was straight in the deep end. But by the end of it we were a team. I liked them. Trusted them. And, I had to admit, two months on, I missed them.


Well, it wasn’t as if there was anyone else in my life, was there? Soon after the DG had made his pitch, I’d lost my wife Sarah and my little boy Joseph to a knife-wielding madman. He ripped my heart out at the same time.


I picked up my bottle of lager and took a swig, trying to put those dark thoughts out of my mind. Right on cue, Alex appeared, making her way through the crowd to the little corner table where I was sitting. As usual, she had changed since I’d last seen her. The shoulder-length mousy hair was gone, replaced by a Day-Glo blonde buzz cut, set off with a handful of ear piercings. She was wearing jeans, workman’s boots and a white tank top. All a bit dykey. I liked it.


There was a brief awkward moment. Did I get up and give her a big hug or stay seated and keep it low-key? I wasn’t sure what parts we were playing, and believe me, when you’re a surveillance operative, you’re always playing a part, even when you’re not on an op. You don’t have a job – or even a life – you can be upfront about, so wherever you go, you have to ask yourself, ‘Who am I today?’ Not a great recipe for mental health, perhaps, but it could sometimes keep you alive.


While I was still dithering, Alex practically hauled me out of my chair and put her arms around me, enfolding me in a fierce bear hug. Without thinking I hugged her back, and we stayed like that for a long time, the memories of everything we’d been through together flooding through me.


Eventually we pulled apart and sat down. No need to say anything now. That part was over. She picked up the second bottle of lager and took a long swig, then looked at me.


‘So how have you been? You’re looking good.’


‘Not bad, not bad. Ready to get back in the game, that’s for sure.’


‘What’ve you been doing?’ She said it casually, but I could sense an undertone. She was worried I’d gone back on the booze, or worse, I’d let my demons back in. I could see it had been hard for her, being under strict orders not to reach out, not to make contact, until now, until we knew the coast was clear and there would be no comeback.


I smiled, trying to look like a man without any demons, or, rather, a man who knew his demons well enough to be able to knock them back down when they threatened to get the upper hand. ‘You know, just getting fit again. Getting my strength back. Lots of running, hitting the bag in the gym. It’s amazing what a few days lying on your back in a hospital bed doing fuck all will do to you. I must have lost a stone.’


‘Didn’t they feed you?’


I made a face. ‘There’s a reason they call it hospital food, you know.’


‘Funny. But now? You’re eating properly? Not just takeaway curries every night?’


She was right about the curries, as it happened, but I needed to put a stop to this or she’d be asking me about my laundry next, and whether I was wearing clean boxers.


‘Just the low-fat veggie ones. All right, Mum?’


She winced, realizing she’d gone too far. ‘Sorry. I’ll shut up. It’s just . . .’


‘I know. I’ve been worried about you, too.’


‘About me? Why?’


I shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I thought maybe you’d get bored and try to set a speed record on that bike of yours.’


She shook her head. ‘Nah. Just long walks in the country. A bit of birdwatching.’


‘Back to nature.’


‘What’s left of it.’


That was the thing I could never figure out about Alex. As part of A4, MI5’s undercover surveillance unit, she’d ridden a motorbike – a big, powerful one. Her job was to stay on a target when other vehicles were too unwieldy, dodging though traffic at high speed to make sure we didn’t lose them, making manoeuvres and taking risks no car driver, however well trained, could even think about. And she was damned good at it too – a natural. But when the helmet and the leathers came off, she didn’t really behave like a biker. Instead of doing wheelies and a ton-up on the motorway like any self-respecting petrol head, her idea of letting off steam was to put on her hiking boots, grab her bins and a bird book, and head off for the boonies in search of something small, brown and endangered.


I remembered taking the piss out of her about it once, probably after a couple of beers too many, and she hadn’t cooled off for days. When she did finally start speaking to me again, she pointed out that twitching and undercover surveillance weren’t really so different when you thought about it, which I admitted was a fair point. She offered to take me along on her next jaunt, to see if I had what it takes, but I politely declined.


What I didn’t say was that it was the adrenaline rush that I was addicted to: the knowledge that if the mask slipped and you got made, it didn’t just mean the op had gone tits-up; it might also mean a violent and potentially armed individual now had you in his sights. A lesser-spotted hedge-warbler might be harder to keep track of, but if you spooked it, it was unlikely to come after you with a butcher’s knife.


‘So have you heard from any of the others?’


‘I got a text from Ryan yesterday. Hoping I’d had a nice holiday. You?’


‘Just Alan. Something about having a check-up at the optician’s.’


She looked puzzled for a moment, before the penny dropped. ‘Oh, Jesus.’


I shook my head sadly. ‘Yeah, there’s a reason they keep him in the back office. Tradecraft’s not really his thing. I’m surprised he didn’t send it in code.’


‘Thank God he knows what he’s doing when it comes to comms.’


‘Well, he certainly came through last time when the chips were down.’


‘True enough.’ She held up her now-empty bottle. ‘Same again?’


‘Sure.’


As she made her way to the bar, I noticed one or two heads turn. That’s the thing about surveillance: habits become ingrained and then you can’t switch off. As soon as you enter an unfamiliar location you find your spot, start living your cover, and then check everyone out. The pub was already busy when I’d arrived, with people constantly entering and exiting the premises and generally forming a very fluid and dynamic group. It was hard to identify and keep track of individuals without drawing attention to the fact that you were observing them. But, still, there were one or two who’d got my attention.


Top of the order was the bald bloke leaning back against the bar, with a mate on either side. As the pub filled up, room at the bar was at a premium, and already a couple of people trying to buy a round had politely asked if they could squeeze past, and both times he’d given them a look. The kind of look that made them decide to try their luck further down the bar.


Now Alex was approaching him and my antennae instantly started twitching, sensing trouble ahead.


I sat up a little straighter in my chair, hands loose on the table in front of me. Alex’s back was to me, and the background noise was too loud to hear her, but I assume she’d asked him if he’d move because he was grinning at her, then nudging one of his mates. Then he made a big show of standing to the side, waving her past like a traffic cop. Obviously whatever Alex had said had done the trick.


While she stood waiting to be served, he moved a little closer again and said something into her ear, then stood back, grinning. Alex didn’t turn her head or show any other reaction, which was not a good sign. If it had just been regular banter, she’d have smiled and given it back.


After a minute, she turned, holding two fresh bottles by the neck in one hand and her purse in the other, and started walking back to our table. I could see the bald bloke’s hand reaching behind her and she suddenly froze, before taking a deep breath and continuing on her way. At that moment the bald bloke looked straight at me. Our eyes locked and he gave me a wink.


I was half out of my chair when Alex put the bottles down on the table with a shake of her head. ‘Don’t, Logan. Let it go. He’s just an arsehole.’


‘I know what he is,’ I said.


She put her hand on my arm. ‘I’ve had my bum pinched by bigger bastards than that. I’ll survive. The last thing we want to do is get in any aggro. If we find ourselves talking to the local plods, things might get a bit tricky. Just let it go.’


I sat back, to let her know I was calm and in control. ‘What did he say?’


‘Does it matter? He asked if my boyfriend – that’s you, I think – knew I was a lesbian, and when I got married to my girlfriend, could him and his mates come to the wedding. That’s the clean version, anyway. I may have left some of the choicer language out.’


I shook my head. ‘What fucking year is this? 1973?’


She shrugged. ‘They’ve got cans of Skol behind the bar. Maybe it is.’


‘I think I’d better go over and have a word.’


She sighed. ‘Do you have to?’


‘I think so, yes. Look, he’s looking for trouble. If I don’t rise to the bait, he’ll just come over here and piss us around some more until I do. Might as well nip it in the bud.’


‘Well don’t nip his bud too hard, OK?’


I gave her a nod and went over to the bar. Baldy and his mates weren’t grinning now. They were standing to attention, getting ready for action, waiting for the first punch to be thrown. I walked up to them with a big smile on my face, then rolled up my sleeves.


It only took a couple of minutes, and then I was back at the table. Baldy and his mates were no longer looking in our direction.


Alex looked impressed. ‘What the fuck did you say to him?’


I rolled my sleeves back up. ‘I just told him how I got these scars, and one or two others. I told him how many men I’d killed and explained how I did it. I asked him how many he’d killed.’


‘You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.’


I shrugged. ‘He didn’t have much to show.’


We clinked bottles and tried to remember what we’d been talking about before we’d been interrupted. ‘So what do you think’s going to happen now?’ Alex asked.


‘With Blindeye? Hard to say. That first op was ad hoc. I mean, we had to hit the ground running, no time to set things up properly. It’s been a couple of months, plenty of time to organize something a bit more permanent, you know, so we’re not just ghosts, drifting around.’


She looked at me. ‘Is that how you feel?’


Yes, actually, that was exactly how I felt. Unreal. Insubstantial. Not quite alive. Except in moments like the confrontation with Baldy and his mates, when my heart briefly seemed to start beating properly again. But I didn’t want to tell her that.


‘Nah. Figure of speech. I just mean we need a base, you know.’


‘Well, maybe we’ll find out tomorrow.’


‘What?’


Alex grinned. ‘Didn’t I tell you? I got a message.’


‘No you fucking didn’t. Saying what?’


‘Just a date and a time. And an address.’


‘Where?’


‘Office building, somewhere in Pimlico. Buy me another drink and I’ll give you the details.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Then I’ve got to shoot.’


I raised my eyebrows. ‘Meeting your girlfriend?’


‘Fuck off.’


I put my hands up. ‘Didn’t mean to pry.’


The fact was, I didn’t know very much about Alex’s private life. I knew she had been with one guy for a long time, but that had ended: the pressure of the job, the reason why so many intelligence operatives’ relationships hit the rocks.


She knew all about mine, of course, poor cow.


‘It’s OK. Just a friend. Someone I was at school with but haven’t seen for years. It’s sort of like I want to see what my life could’ve been like if I hadn’t gone down this path, you know?’


‘Sure.’ Well, sort of. I couldn’t really do that with the people I grew up with. Not unless I wanted to spend a lot of time visiting prison or hanging out in graveyards. For all that my life was a complete fucking disaster, I’d probably still have ended up top of the class. Not that we ever went to class, of course. School of hard knocks. And some of those knocks were hard enough to be fatal. ‘Right, come on.’


We drained our bottles and made our way to the door. There was no sign of Baldy and his mates. I looked both ways quickly as we stepped onto the street, just in case he’d been waiting outside, holding a bottle by the neck, but the coast was clear.


I turned to Alex. ‘Which way you going? You on your bike?’


‘Nah, left it at home. Look. I’m just going to pop to the loo. Wait for me, yeah?’


‘Sure.’ I zipped my jacket up against the early September chill. The street seemed to have emptied, as if everyone had settled down for whatever evening they’d planned, either staying in the pub till closing time or dozing at home in front of the TV. A fox had stopped at the kerb opposite and was looking at me, utterly unconcerned, as if he knew he belonged out here on the street just as much as me. I suppose he did.


I was just turning back to the pub to see where Alex had got to when something hit me like a sack of concrete on the back of my head. The next thing I knew I was face-down in the road, my head exploding with pain from where I’d just cracked it on the tarmac. I tried to lift myself up, my hands scrabbling for purchase on the road while I tried to get my legs to work. I turned my head, my vision blurry, and was suddenly blinded by headlights. I heard the grinding of gears as someone put their foot down hard. Shit, I thought.


The next thing I knew, I was being hauled upright, strong arms around my chest jerking me back towards the kerb. I felt the rush of air as the car screamed past, then watched it barrel down the road, brakes screeching as it turned the corner.


‘Jesus, Logan. Are you OK?’


I staggered onto the pavement. ‘Yeah. Bloody hell. That was close.’


Alex stood back to take a look at me. ‘What happened?’


I put a hand to the back of my head. ‘Somebody blindsided me. Then before I could . . . Fuck, that hurts.’


‘Just sit down a minute. Come on.’


I plonked myself down on the kerb and took a couple of deep breaths. ‘It’s OK. I’m fine.’


Alex did a quick three-sixty, scanning both sides of the street for further threats. ‘Baldy?’


‘Dunno. I didn’t think he had it in him, to be honest.’


‘I guess you never know.’


I stood up. ‘OK, let’s make a move.’ People spilling out of the pub were looking our way, trying to decide if we needed help or were just a couple of drunks.


We walked as briskly as we could up the road towards the station. My knee didn’t like it, but I focused on making my gait seem normal. I put my arm round Alex’s waist for a bit of extra security, just in case the joint decided not to play ball. We looked like an ordinary couple on the way to getting their train home. People drifted away or went back inside the pub.


I looked across the road, and the fox was still there, still not bothered, as if he saw people almost mown down by speeding cars every night of the week. I gave him a thumbs up.


‘All right, Foxy?’


He looked straight back at me, and for a moment I thought he was trying to tell me something. I held his gaze, trying to work out what it was, but before I could he gave the air a quick sniff and trotted away into the darkness.
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It was still muddy at the bottom of the rise, and my trainers were soaked through as I geared myself up for the final push. Five miles of hard running through boggy fields and farm tracks, driving myself until my muscles screamed and my lungs ached, with the grand finale of Hangman’s Hill waiting for me at the end. One good thing about the pain in my thighs and calves was at least it took my mind off the thumping headache I’d had ever since the incident outside the pub. There were several routes to the top of the hill, but it didn’t really matter which one you took: all of them were brutal. Strangely, though, the harder I pushed myself, the less my knee hurt. In fact, over the last mile or so, I’d forgotten I still had a problem and had stopped instinctively favouring the good one. I managed a wry chuckle in between heaving for breath: all that fucking physio, all that pushing and pulling and stretching and kneading, and all it needed was a brutal spanking like this to sort it out. Bloody sight cheaper too.


As I passed the rock that marked the halfway stage on the ascent, I thought back to those lung-bursting runs during basic training, often in full kit. If you had anything on your mind, any problems weighing you down, that was the way to clear your head. Everything felt better when all you could feel, all you could think about, was the pain wracking every inch of your body. Yep, no doubt about it: pain was good. It was the only philosophy I had and it had proved its uses over the years. Unless you took it too far, of course, but that was true of everything, wasn’t it?


Three more strides that made me feel as if I was pushing the weight of the world up the hill and I was at the top. I jogged over to the flat boulder that marked the summit and sat down. Amazingly, my whole body now felt as if it was glowing, pulsing with an energy that seemed to come straight out of the earth beneath my feet. I held my hands out in front of me and spread my fingers, almost expecting to see sparks fizzing from the tips.


‘Budge up.’


I turned my head and Sarah was settling herself on the stone beside me.


‘Good run?’


I nodded, looking at her. Her eyes were screwed up against the sun, her shining blonde hair tossing in the wind. ‘Never better.’


‘Look at the little rascal. What does he think he’s doing?’


I turned and looked where she was pointing. Joseph had a stick that was almost as big as he was and was swinging it round and round as if it was a sword.


‘I told him there was a monster up here – a big, shaggy thing with horrible teeth.’


I smiled. ‘Well, if there is, I don’t fancy its chances.’


‘Joseph! Your dad’s here!’ Sarah had to shout against the wind to make herself heard.


The little boy paused in mid-swing, the big stick held above his head in two hands, and looked over. When he saw me he smiled.


‘I’m going to kill the monster! I’m going to smash him!’


I felt my heart swelling in my chest. ‘Go get him, Joseph!’


Sarah smiled. ‘He’s growing up so fast.’


I was puzzled for a moment, a bubble of anxiety forming in my chest. Then it passed.


‘And what about you, Logan?’ Sarah said, looking at me.


‘Me? Too late for me to grow up, I reckon.’


She laughed, that lovely soft sound I’d missed so much. ‘Don’t worry, we like you just the way you are.’ She touched the bruise on my forehead gently with a finger. ‘How did you get that?’


Her touch was like a magic wand, filling me with warmth and light. I reached up to put my hand over hers, but it was no longer there. I sighed. ‘I’m not really sure. An accident, I think.’


She frowned. ‘Well, try to be careful. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.’


‘Look—’ I started to say, but she cut me off with a finger to my lips.


‘No, Logan. Don’t start that again. It’s not your time. Not yet. You’ve got a job to do. An important job. Joseph and I are very proud of you.’


I bowed my head, knowing it was no use arguing. We’d had this conversation before.


She changed the subject. ‘So the house is all packed up?’


‘Just about,’ I said with a sigh. ‘It doesn’t feel right, though.’


‘It’s only bricks and mortar, Logan. Nothing important.’


‘I know, I know. But it’s where Joseph was born. Our own little home. It’s where we were happy. Mostly happy, anyway. When we weren’t, that was my fault.’


‘Always happy,’ she said, giving my arm a squeeze.


We looked down at the valley below, spreading out towards the city in the distance, and we could see the little house at the edge of the estate. I knew you couldn’t really see it from up there, but today we could.


‘Let someone else have it. Someone else can be happy there.’


She was right. That was the way to think about it. I looked up to see where Joseph had got to, but he was gone. ‘Sarah . . .’ I started to say, reaching out, but she was gone too. My hand closed on empty air.


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, filling my lungs with cold air. It was not the first time Sarah and Joseph had appeared to me, but it still left me wondering what it meant. I didn’t believe in ghosts, in visitations from the spirit world. I never had. When I was little and my dad had died, my mum had some sort of spiritualist medium come to the house. I remembered her, a big woman in a bright floral dress and large hoop earrings (for the gypsy look, I suppose), collapsed in an armchair with her eyelids fluttering, beads of sweat forming on her brow, pretending to be tuning in to the right spiritual frequency.


Lo and behold, after a couple of minutes of moaning and wriggling about, while she let the dramatic tension mount, she made contact with the old bastard, and began to deliver a series of messages that even to a ten-year-old’s ears were stunning in their banality.


‘He’s missing you! He wants you to wear that special dress for him – you know the one – because up in heaven he can see you! Tell little Matthew I’ll be watching him playing football next Saturday!’


What a load of bollocks – especially since I’d been kicked out of the football team the week before for fighting – but my mum lapped it all up and even asked for a second helping (for another twenty quid, naturally) of vague drivel which any idiot could have made up without knowing my dad from Adam. Leaving aside the football (to be fair, Dad was usually so pissed he might have forgotten about me being banned), just the fact that he was supposed to be in heaven should have sent up a bloody great big red flag.


That bastard in heaven? Not unless they had a special section for wife beaters. Come to think of it, seeing Mum crying her eyes out listening to these post-mortem endearments from a man who’d beaten her black and blue every Saturday night had probably been the last straw. I left home for good soon after, preferring to live on the streets, where the people who beat you up and stole your stuff at least had the excuse that they weren’t family.


So, no ghosts, then. But if I wasn’t seeing ghosts, what was I seeing? Hallucinations? That was a normal part of the grieving process sometimes, I knew that much, so it didn’t necessarily mean I was crazy. But at the time it was all so real. I could touch her. Well, she could touch me. It was impossible to accept it was all just a trick of my mind.


Fuck it. I got up and started jogging back down the hill, my muscles already beginning to tighten up, resisting the temptation to look over my shoulder to check one more time if Sarah and Joseph were still there. In the end it didn’t matter whether they were real or not. All that mattered was that I didn’t want their visits to stop.


I got back to the house just in time, before my hamstrings started to seize up good and proper. I stood under a scalding shower until my skin was raw, then put on a fresh T-shirt and jeans. I stuffed my filthy trainers and running gear into a black bin liner, put them in the holdall with the rest of my clothes, toiletries and a few books, then did one more look through each room to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.


Nope: all packed away and gone, either to the charity shop or the tip. Nothing left to show that Sarah and Joseph and me had ever lived there. Like she said, just bricks and mortar. Time for a new family to move in with all their stuff, all their life.


I caught sight of a mark on the wall where Joseph had somehow managed to flick a spoonful of raspberry dessert right across the room. Not quite every last trace gone, then. I felt a lump tightening in my throat and knew it was time to leave. I took my jacket from the back of the chair, picked up the holdall and walked out, closing the door firmly behind me. I opened the boot of the car with a beep, slung in the holdall, then got in. Before starting the engine I took my phone out of my back pocket and quickly tapped out a message.




Hi Alex. I’m on my way.
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I walked briskly past the entrance, head down against the drizzle, trying to look like an office worker running late, a takeaway coffee cup clutched in my hand. It was the second time I’d walked past it in the last hour. I’d also sat in the coffee shop on the corner with an unrestricted view of the building for half an hour, keeping an eye on the comings and goings, seeing if anyone was parked up – especially if two or more men were in a vehicle and showed no sign of going anywhere – or if the same person or persons walked past the building more than once.


Was I just being paranoid? Maybe. The message Alex had shown me had been encrypted; the timing seemed right. Everything made sense.


But then it would, wouldn’t it? Blindeye, I was fairly certain, had pulled off the rescue of the Foreign Secretary without anyone outside of the team being aware of it. I wasn’t expecting Special Branch or SCO19 – the Met’s firearms unit – to be waiting to pounce. But there was always the possibility that the DG had had a change of heart, realized the whole thing was too risky even though it was his baby – actually because it was his baby – and decided to clean house. Kick over the traces. Get rid of the awkward bastard who had actually done his dirty work for him.


I had no reason to think he would, no reason to suspect he didn’t have our backs. But there was always the first rule of intelligence: never trust a man in a suit.


I got to the end of the road and entered the newsagent on the corner, buying a packet of gum. I exited and began walking back the way I’d come, towards the nondescript office building that was my destination. I was as certain as I could be that there was no surveillance: no parked cars with no reason to be there, no pedestrians doing repeated walk-bys, no clear observation points in the buildings opposite. It was time to press the buzzer and see what happened.


If there was a squeal of brakes and four men in jeans, trainers and bomber jackets hauled me into the back of a van, I’d know I’d been wrong.


There were four brass plates with company names, one for each buzzer. The top one said Clearwater Security International. It was shinier than the others, as if it had only been screwed on that morning.


‘Yes?’ a voice came through the intercom. A woman, not young, sounding as if visitors were an unusual and unwelcome occurrence.


‘Logan,’ I said simply.


The door clicked open and I went in.


As I walked up the four flights, I paused briefly at each floor, but I could detect no activity from behind the doors of the other businesses occupying the building. I felt another little surge of adrenaline. The place had been cleared of civilians. Maybe a street snatch was too obvious. Maybe the offices of Clearwater Security, beyond the gaze (and the smartphones) of random passers-by, was where the action would be. Oh well, too late to abort now.


At the top, another door, another brass plate. I turned the handle and walked in.


Instead of hard-faced men with buzz cuts pointing Heckler & Koch sub-machine guns at me, I found myself looking at an elderly, grey-haired lady sitting behind a desk in a matching charcoal jacket and skirt, with a string of pearls around her neck, apparently absorbed with the Times crossword. She looked at me over a pair of horn-rimmed glasses.


‘You can go through, Mr Logan,’ she said, indicating a door to the right.


I walked in and the gang was all there. Or, at least, three of them. Alex had dressed up a little for the occasion, now looking more like a sales rep who had come down to London for a job interview in a neat dark-blue suit. Alan was, well, Alan: black jeans, black T-shirt just about keeping his belly under wraps, thick glasses and greasy hair over his eyes. And then there was Ryan, wearing a loud and distinctly unseasonal Hawaiian shirt, his long black hair in a neat ponytail.


If you’d known these were the people standing between you and a major terrorist attack, you might have felt a little uneasy. The truth was, they were the best of the best.


They were sitting at a round table in the middle of what looked like an open-plan office, a scattering of PC terminals and random office supplies giving it a Mary Celeste look, as if the staff had had to evacuate in a hurry because of a fire alarm or had just been raptured.


I smiled. ‘Hi, guys.’ I shook hands with Alan and Ryan and sat down. Yeah, I’d missed them.


There was one member of the team I hadn’t missed, though. In fact, thinking about seeing him again had been making my guts churn uncomfortably for the last twenty-four hours.


Jeremy Leyton-Hughes. The DG’s number two and the man who had directed Blindeye’s operations. My bad feelings towards him weren’t just on account of the fact that he was Eton and the Guards from his spit-shined shoes to his regimental tie, although that would be more than enough in my book; it was more the fact that he’d been playing a double game, taking us off the board just when we had the brothers in our sights, so the SAS could terminate them live on TV, thereby making the PM look good. The trouble was, the house where the brothers were supposedly holed up was a clever fake, a booby-trapped death-house, while the brothers were actually on a houseboat near Millwall Dock, preparing to do the business with the Foreign Secretary. In the end it was a fucking miracle there hadn’t been a bloodbath.


When he briefly visited me in hospital, the DG had hinted that despite almost fucking the whole thing up, Leyton-Hughes was too useful to get rid of. I had to disagree, and if I hadn’t been hooked up to a drip at the time, I would have volunteered to do the job myself. Now I was dreading seeing the bastard back in charge.


Before I could ask the others why he wasn’t here, the door opened and the receptionist walked in. I instantly clammed up, uncertain what the set-up was, and how much she knew about Blindeye.


She closed the door behind her, a thick pile of files held to her chest.


‘Well, not exactly a full house, but perhaps we’d better begin.’


I threw Alex a questioning look. She gave me a shrug in return.


‘My name is Margery Allenby,’ she began. ‘There’s no reason you should know this, I suppose, but I had the privilege of working for the Director General for the last twenty-six years as his personal assistant. A month ago, I retired.’ She made a sour face. ‘Or, rather, I was retired. It seems that in the Service, once you reach three score years and ten, it’s assumed by the powers that be that you’ve gone gaga.’


She caught the look of bewilderment on our faces.


‘I can see by your expressions that perhaps some of you share that prejudice. Well, let me cut to the chase, as they say. I’m pleased to say the Director General has agreed that I still have something to offer my country, that some things even improve with age, like a fine wine. He also told me he had a vacancy he would like me to fill.’


I really was getting bewildered now, though I managed to keep it from showing on my face this time. Was the DG’s seventy-year-old PA the latest recruit to Blindeye? Apart from top-notch typing skills and being able to help out when one of us was stymied by a tricky crossword clue, what exactly did she have to offer? We weren’t trying to infiltrate the WI, as far as I knew.


‘Mr Leyton-Hughes,’ she continued, ‘has been assigned a new, non-operational role in our Rio consulate. In his absence, I will be taking over the day-to-day operations of Blindeye.’


She looked at each of us in turn, gauging our reaction.


I thought for a moment. Actually, it made perfect sense. If she’d been the DG’s PA for twenty-six years, she’d know how to keep a secret. She’d know where all the bodies were buried and even whose fingerprints were on the shovel. She was probably the only person in MI5 the DG really trusted. And on top of that, now that she was retired, she didn’t have to explain her absence from Thames House.


Which made me think of the brass plate on the door.


‘If Blindeye is to continue to operate in secret, it will need a legitimate front,’ she continued. ‘If half a dozen intelligence officers just disappear off the radar, eventually someone, somewhere will join the dots. Or one of you will be arrested –’ for some reason her eyes came to rest on me at this point – ‘and your cover story might not stand up to scrutiny. So, from today, all of you work for Clearwater Security International, an ultra-discreet consulting firm offering intelligence-based solutions for companies operating in high-risk environments. Our client list is highly confidential, so no one will be able to see that it has no actual names on it. Secrecy being our watchword, we don’t have a website, we don’t tout for business, and if clients try to approach us directly, we simply tell them that all of our resources are currently employed – and will be for the foreseeable future. Everything else about the company, however, is entirely legitimate. You are all salaried employees, paying your taxes and even contributing to a pension fund, though whether you will ever be able to draw on it is another matter. The main thing is that you will be able to come and go, getting on with your real job, without attracting undue attention. Please don’t ask me how all this was organized or where the money comes from. But you can rest assured that it’s not the first time I have had to concoct such a fiction.’


I nodded to myself. Definitely more than just a secretary, then.


‘Any questions?’


Ryan put up a hand. ‘Just one. Where are the others? Craig, Claire and Riaz?’


‘I’m afraid Mr Ahmed has decided to quit Blindeye for personal reasons. Mr McKinley, I am sad to report, recently suffered a fatal heart attack while on holiday in the Grampians. And Miss Maxwell . . .’ She frowned, looking at her watch. ‘Miss Maxwell should have been here some time ago.’


We all took a moment to digest the news. Craig was ex-Army like me; he’d seemed tough and fit. It was hard to believe he’d gone, just like that. He was a solid guy, and Blindeye’s capability would be diminished as a result.


Riaz deciding to turn his back on Blindeye was a shock, too. Like the rest of us, he’d seemed utterly dedicated to the cause. You didn’t join an outfit like Blindeye unless you were asked, but you didn’t say yes unless you believed wholeheartedly in its mission: to take the fight to the terrorists on a level playing field. I wondered if seeing me kill a man with my bare hands because we couldn’t risk him exposing the operation had been eating away at him. Maybe he’d finally come to believe the ends didn’t always justify the means.


‘Well, I don’t think we can wait any longer, I’m afraid.’ Mrs Allenby started handing out the folders.


‘What’s this?’ I asked, trying to dispel my dark thoughts with a quip. ‘My pension details?’


‘No, Mr Logan,’ she said, tossing a folder into my lap. ‘This is some background information on Blindeye’s next target.’


‘Our target? You mean Blindeye has another op already?’


‘Yes, Mr Logan,’ she said, giving me a serious look, ‘we most certainly do.’


I’d never been the fastest reader. Books weren’t my thing when I was growing up. When you were sleeping in shop doorways and under bridges, a bedtime story before lights out wasn’t usually an option. Even on the streets, though, you’d find some people whose most precious possession was a battered paperback they’d clearly read six times before, and you could see that immersing themselves in a familiar fictional world, whether it was learning spells at Hogwarts or slotting bad guys with the SAS, was the only thing that kept them going. Until some cunt came and grabbed their book off them and tossed it on the fire, of course.


When it came to processing information, however, I was lightning quick, and I’d absorbed the salient points of the file before the rest of them were halfway through.


The target: Viktor Shlovsky. Russian oligarch. Born in the small town of Lensk, Siberia, 1963. Houses in Monaco, Geneva and Montenegro plus a luxury yacht currently moored off Cannes, but his permanent home is a big pile on The Bishops Avenue, north London, bought for £47 million. Estimated net worth £4 billion, mostly from mining: minerals, precious metals, etc. Acquired the mines for a song during the great post-Soviet sell-off of state assets. Considered a loyal supporter of the current president. Wife: Ekaterina, a former model ten years his junior. Unconfirmed rumours of a previous spouse, fate unknown. Children: a son, Mikhail, aged twenty-two, and daughter Anastasia, nineteen. Playboy and man about town, often frequents high-end clubs and casinos in the West End, but otherwise tries to stay out of the limelight.


I flipped the file closed. ‘This guy’s our target? A Russian oligarch? Sorry, I don’t get it.’


The only thing I could think of that would make him a person of interest would be money-laundering. As a rule, no Russian ends up with that much money in the bank without having got their hands dirty somewhere along the way (there had to be some reason Shlovsky ended up with those mines and not someone else, right?), and the UK was a good place to invest some of that money in legitimate businesses. The trouble was, everybody knew that was going on. In fact, the UK government practically put up a bloody big sign saying: NEED TO GET RID OF YOUR DODGY ROUBLES? THEN COME TO LONDON! EVERYTHING FOR SALE! NO QUESTIONS ASKED! Unless Shlovsky had done something the government couldn’t overlook, like pushing a business rival off the top of the Shard, it was hard to see why they’d be interested. And MI5? They had other, bigger fish to fry.


‘You’re quite right, Mr Logan. There’s nothing in this file to indicate why Blindeye might want to get involved with Mr Shlovsky.’


I shrugged. ‘Then . . .?’


Ryan, Alex and Alan had all now finished reading, and looked up to see what Mrs Allenby had to say.


‘You recall the Novichok attack on Sergei and Yulia Skripal in Salisbury? You might also recall that the two GRU officers responsible left a remarkably conspicuous trail. Perhaps the Kremlin wanted the world to be in no doubt who had done this – or rather they wanted other former Russian intelligence officers around the world to know what would be coming their way if they decided to start chatting indiscreetly with their new hosts.’


‘Well, at least after being caught red-handed, they won’t try the same thing again,’ Ryan said.


‘That’s no reason for complacency,’ Mrs Allenby replied. ‘It would be foolish to rest on our laurels. And the Russians are certainly not resting on theirs. In fact, we have every reason to think that they are scaling up their plans to destabilize Western democracies in general and our own in particular – and I don’t just mean troll farms and fake Facebook accounts. I’m talking about bombs and guns and bodies on the streets.’


‘But if they’re not going to risk infiltrating their own intelligence people, then how?’ Alex asked.


Mrs Allenby smiled, like a schoolteacher who had nudged her pupils into finally asking the right question. ‘That’s where our Mr Shlovsky comes in. If the Russians can’t bring in their own assets, then they have to use what’s on the ground.’


Ryan frowned as the penny dropped. ‘You mean they’re going to get Russian billionaires to start planting bombs?’


‘Nothing quite as simple as that, Mr Oldfield. But if you think about it, these people have considerable assets. Not just money, but security personnel, often highly trained, some of them ex-Spetsnaz or even GRU and FSB. The expertise is definitely there.’


‘But what’s the motivation?’ I asked. ‘You’re living high on the hog, strippers and coke every night, taking full advantage of Her Majesty’s generous hospitality – why piss on all of that? They’d have to be mad.’


‘Or someone would have to be twisting their arm,’ Mrs Allenby said. ‘Someone back in Moscow, for instance. We have information that all of Viktor Shlovsky’s assets in Russia have been frozen: bank accounts, real estate holdings, you name it. And a prosecutor has been appointed to investigate tax fraud relating to his businesses. All in all, it sounds as if someone at the very top is holding a loaded gun to Mr Shlovsky’s head.’


‘So what do we do?’ I asked.


‘We do what we’re best at. We watch. We try and find out if Shlovsky is planning an attack. And if he is, then we stop it.’


‘But why us? Why Blindeye?’ I persisted. ‘If HMG knows all this, why don’t they just stick A4 on him?’


For the first time, Mrs Allenby looked ill at ease. ‘The PM won’t allow it,’ she said tightly.


We all took a moment with that: so MI5 thinks Russia is planning terrorist attacks through billionaire proxies resident in the UK; Viktor Shlovsky looks like he’s been prepped for the first try-out; and the PM doesn’t want him put under observation. In what universe did that make any sense?


I was beginning to get a nasty feeling that things at Clearwater Security International were not really clear at all.


‘Which is why the DG tasked Blindeye with the job,’ Mrs Allenby concluded, with a tight-lipped smile. ‘Now, if there are no more questions, I suggest you all start putting together a plan of operation.’
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