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PROLOGUE


Stalin was dead, and Khrushchev was gone.


It was thirteen years since the great man who was both the one true son and father of the Soviet Union had been found on the bedroom floor of his dacha, semi-conscious and slowly dying from a brain haemorrhage. And it was five months since his liberal-minded but increasingly erratic successor had been forced into retirement by the ambitious troika of Aleksei Kosygin, Leonid Brezhnev, and Nikolai Podgorny.


The three new leaders were still struggling to calm a skittish nation and cement their grip on the vast power they’d claimed. Their preferred technique was taking every opportunity they could find to borrow from the collective memory of Stalin’s ultimate authority, which was why an unofficial week of mourning had been declared to mark the anniversary of his death.


It was a time of sombre, private reflection and the occasional public outburst. Cities, towns and villages across Russia had fallen near silent, and Moscow was no exception. Its streets were quiet. Its children were suddenly neither seen nor heard, forced to stay inside and watch the drifts of snow that had filled their parks and playgrounds all winter finally start to melt. And its adults shuffled soundlessly to the buses, trams, and trains that would take them to work and bring them home again. No one lingered outside after sunset as the temperature dropped back below freezing, not even the city’s sizeable but officially non-existent homeless population. Even they were off somewhere quietly drinking or crying to the memory of Stalin.


So, the resident of Zavodskoy Poyezd, 6, was entirely alone as they stepped out of the five-storey tenement at 8 p.m., gently closed the door behind them and made their way the short distance to Izmaylovskaya metro station.


Zavodskoy Poyezd, 6, with its flaking yellow plaster and scattered, unused balconies, was one of a hundred identical buildings all over Moscow. And its latest inhabitant, who had moved into one of its ground-floor apartments a week ago, looked like one of the thousands of workers who crossed the city every day, with their heavy coat wrapped round their body, thick gloves covering their hands, and a rabbit-fur hat pulled down low over their brow.


The metro rumbled along the edge of the vast, dark forest that separated Izmaylovo and Ivanovskoye districts, before plunging underground into the tunnel that took the M3 line into the heart of the Soviet capital.


The train only had one passenger, and only one pair of boots stepped down onto the tiled platform at Arbatskaya station and walked through its long, vaulted concourse hung with bronze chandeliers.


The streets around Arbatskaya were as deserted as everywhere else. It took the lone traveller ten minutes to reach their destination: a small mansion set back behind the Tchaikovsky Conservatory. And just another five to kill everyone inside.


A light knock brought the father of the house to the front door, and a quick flash of the blade hidden in the arm of the assassin’s coat sliced his throat and severed his vocal cords. Leather-wrapped hands grabbed the man by his shoulders, silently lowering him onto the rug that ran the length of the hallway as blood seeped from the thick red line across his neck and trickled down his trachea and into his lungs. The man was still alive as the assassin left him on the floor and moved deeper into the house, but he wouldn’t be for long.


The mansion was warm and elegantly appointed – the kind of place reserved for a member of the nomenklatura who preferred to walk to their office in the State Kremlin Palace rather than drive in from one of the city’s outer suburbs every morning.


The assassin followed the lingering aroma of stewed meat and warm bread through the dining room into the kitchen.


The wife of the dying man turned from the sink at the sound of unfamiliar feet behind her. Unlike her husband, she managed to let out a deep, loud and terrified scream before the bloody blade plunged into her stomach and the china plate she’d been washing smashed on the floor. She stared at the assassin as the knife was pulled from her soft, fleshy belly and then, to spare her a long and agonising death, stabbed into the side of her neck, severing her carotid artery. Her body slumped down onto the floor, a spray of red smearing the grey marble of the counter.


The assassin held the long blade under the tap that was still running with scalding water, watching the blood of two people swirl into the suds and down the drain, before leaving it to dry with the rest of the cutlery and going upstairs.


In the first bedroom was a large bed and an empty crib. In the next one, the assassin found the crib’s occupant, a six-month-old girl, held in the arms of her eight-year-old brother. The baby was silent, contentedly wriggling in her sibling’s arms, unaware of the tragedy that was befalling her family. The boy was doing his best to hide how scared he was, but the assassin could see the tears on his cheeks and the damp stain that ran down the leg of his pyjamas.


There was nowhere the boy and his sister could run, no nook or cupboard they could hide in. The assassin stepped into the room, causing the floorboards to creak and the boy to whimper. He was paralysed with fear, and did nothing to stop the assassin gently lifting the baby out of his arms and delicately placing her on the blanket that covered her brother’s small, narrow bed. He also didn’t move when his own head was cradled for a moment before the sharp, swift twist that snapped his neck.


The baby could have been left to live, but those weren’t the assassin’s orders. So the gloved fingers tucked the girl under her brother’s blanket, and held the edge of it over her mouth and nose until she stopped wriggling.


Then the heavy boots walked downstairs, past the body of the father, whose blood had started to stain the hall rug, and back out into the cold night.


By 10 p.m. the assassin was back in the empty bedroom of the ground-floor apartment at Zavodskoy Poyezd, 6, lying on a thin mattress, eyes staring at the ceiling and focusing on nothing. Sleep rarely came easily after a murder. But it wasn’t guilt or pride that kept the assassin awake, it was just simple adrenaline.


They didn’t know what the man in the house had done to deserve the annihilation of his whole family, or that the orders to kill them all had been sent direct from a member of the troika itself. These minor details were irrelevant, and soon enough there’d be a new mission that would require the assassin’s full attention.




MARCH 1966




CHAPTER 1


It took a full minute of polite hammering to rouse Richard Knox from his deep, dead sleep.


He had no clue who wanted him so urgently, or where he was. But, as he slowly let the increasingly loud knocking wake him up, he started to remember.


He recalled the long journey back to London a week ago from the joint intelligence conference with the Americans and Australians about the Venona Project in Sydney. Then the three rushed days in Leconfield House, MI5’s headquarters on Curzon Street in Mayfair. A flight across the Atlantic to Ottawa. His meetings with the Canadian Directorate of Security and Intelligence. And two more flights that took him first to Vancouver and then to Victoria, the tiny capital of British Columbia nestled on the southern tip of Vancouver Island.


‘Okay, I’m coming,’ he shouted at the door as he rolled across the expansive bed he’d been lying on, face down and fully clothed.


He looked at his watch – a 1956 Omega with a silver body and tan leather strap – and his disorientation immediately turned to anger.


Knox had arrived at The Empress, the grand chateau-esque hotel that dominated Victoria Harbour next to the British Columbia Parliament building, after 1 a.m. He’d asked the night manager for a wake-up call at 4 p.m. His body was exhausted from all his recent travelling and he needed to give it some time to recover. But he also had an appointment to keep. His watch said it was ten past seven. Could his jet lag really have made him sleep for almost eighteen hours?


He threw open a set of heavy brocade curtains, wincing as light flooded through the windows and lit up the room. Knox hadn’t paid much attention to the small suite when he’d checked in – he’d been too tired to notice anything but the bed – but he now saw that whoever had decorated The Empress’s bedchambers had seen fit to cover every surface in them with rich patterns and clashing embroidery. He didn’t like it.


He straightened his jumper and ran his hands through his thick mop of black hair as he walked over to the door and prepared to hurl some very strong words at whoever was on the other side of it.


‘I asked for a wake-up call at four,’ he told the teenage bellboy he found waiting for him in the corridor in a stiff, maroon uniform.


‘Yes, sir,’ the starched young man replied. ‘The manager sent me up when no one answered.’


‘Well, you took your time.’


‘Excuse me?’ The bellboy was too young to mask his confusion. ‘The manager tried for ten minutes, then I came straight up.’


That didn’t make sense to Knox, until his still half-asleep brain reminded him that it was March, he was in Canada, and it was still light outside.


‘What’s the time difference between here and Ottawa?’ he asked.


‘Three hours,’ the young man replied without having to think about it.


‘That sounds about right,’ Knox said. ‘Sorry for being short with you. And thank you for checking on me.’


‘No problem at all, sir,’ the bellboy replied, both his voice and shoulders noticeably relieved by the abrupt change in Knox’s tone.


Knox felt a pang in his stomach. If it was just after four o’clock then he’d still slept for fourteen hours. He was hungry.


‘Where can I get some food?’ he asked.


‘The lobby lounge is open. Or I could arrange room service.’


‘The lounge will be fine.’ Knox had never enjoyed eating in the same room he slept in.


‘If that’s everything, sir?’ the bellboy asked.


‘Yes, and thank you again,’ Knox replied.


They stared at each other in silence for an awkward moment before Knox realised the teenager was probably waiting for a tip for being his human alarm clock – and for putting up with his short temper. But by the time he retrieved his wallet from the coat he’d flung across the desk next to his bed the bellboy had disappeared.


Twenty minutes and a cold shower later, Knox walked into the lobby lounge in a fresh pair of dark trousers and a muted olive green jumper, with his wool coat over his arm.


The hotel’s designer had exercised considerably more restraint here. The large space was bright, light, and calm. The polished wood floor was bathed in late-afternoon sun and dotted with white columns, tall plants, and small tables occupied almost exclusively by couples devouring miniature sandwiches. Knox had arrived in the middle of afternoon tea.


He picked an empty spot that looked out over the hotel’s front lawn and across the harbour. A moment later a waitress appeared. Her uniform looked as rigid as the bellboy’s, and her face as young.


‘Will you be joining us for afternoon tea?’ she asked.


Knox nodded.


‘And what would you like today?’ she continued. ‘We have twenty-one varieties at The Empress. Earl Grey, Darjeeling, Assam, Lapsang Souchong, Ceylon Orange Pekoe, Rose Pouchong—’


Knox held up his hand to stop her. ‘Coffee will be fine.’


The waitress departed, and Knox turned his attention to the window and the water beyond it. A large ferry was pulling up to its moorings as smaller ones, each no larger than a delivery van, criss-crossed the harbour. Occasionally, the boats were joined by a sight that couldn’t be witnessed anywhere else on the planet: planes. Victoria Harbour wasn’t just a seaport, it was also an international airport – the only one in the world whose runway was made of water.


Seaplanes arrived and left from the docks just a few yards in front of The Empress. Some made the short hop over to Vancouver and back, others the slightly longer one over the border with America to Seattle. And a few privately owned ones did both, whenever they wanted. Knox had been sent all the way from London to find one particular plane that fell into that last category.


He’d taken the half-hour trip from Vancouver to Victoria himself the night before. His recent travels around the world had mostly cured his old fears of flying – a result of living in London through the Blitz, then being shuttled between combat zones in military transports in the last days of World War Two. But, seeing how small and flimsy the seaplanes looked in the light of day, he was glad his first experience in one had been under cover of darkness.


Knox’s selection of sandwiches, which were delivered on a three-tiered gold and china plate stand, were delicious. The coffee, unfortunately, was not. It was too weak, and there was far too much of it – a subtle sign, Knox thought, that betrayed how popular Vancouver Island had become with American holidaymakers.


The couple at the next table got up to leave and, keeping an eye on the harbour, Knox reached over and picked up the papers they’d left behind.


The local taste in coffee might have owed more to Canada’s closest neighbour than her European heritage, but her news definitely didn’t. The front-page headlines were split between two stories. First, the continued reeling about the snap election Harold Wilson, the British Labour Prime Minister, had called last month in a desperate – or sensible, depending on which editorial you read – attempt to increase his single-figure majority in the Commons. And second, the latest problems Ian Smith was stirring up in Rhodesia, which had recently declared independence, severed ties with Britain and – again, depending on the paper – seemed to be trying its best to derail the polite and orderly decline of the Empire.


Knox frowned. This didn’t feel like the time for one of MI5’s most senior officers to be plane-spotting over cucumber sandwiches at the edge of the world. But, if Knox was entirely honest with himself, he didn’t mind as much as he should. He was tired. More tired than he should be. And it wasn’t the kind of tiredness that fourteen hours of sleep could fix. It was the kind that meant something fundamental in his life might have to change soon.


Knox had been sent all this way ‘for a chat’. Those had been the exact words James Holland, the director general of MI5 and Knox’s patron and friend of twenty years, had used during his brief London stopover.


‘A chat with whom?’ Knox had asked, sitting in Holland’s office, next to his own on the fifth floor of Leconfield House.


‘Sir Guy Northcott,’ Holland replied.


‘I recognise the name. The textile magnate.’


‘Whose advancements in industrial fabric design earned him a knighthood.’


‘Industrial fabric design?’


‘Uniforms,’ Holland said. ‘Fire-retardant, quick-drying, thermal. If you work for the armed forces, the police or the NHS you’ve worn something dreamed up by Northcott.’


‘Are we putting in an order for the Watchers?’ Knox asked.


The Watchers were MI5’s leg men, a combination of courier and street spy the Service used to monitor low-level targets. For years, Knox had been trying to stop them wearing their unofficial and highly recognisable livery of dark grey suits and beige mackintoshes, with little success.


Holland ignored his deputy’s joke and continued. ‘It’s a rather delicate matter, actually. Ever since Golitsyn defected and spilled the beans about the Cambridge traitors, the Americans have been getting increasingly paranoid about undocumented people sneaking around the place.’


Knox could sense the irritation starting to slip through Holland’s words. The DG had more than enough to deal with at home and, unusually for MI5, abroad, without jittery allies adding to it – he needed someone to take whatever this problem was off his plate, and that someone was Knox.


‘What’s that got to do with Northcott?’ Knox asked.


‘He officially retired five years ago. Fancied travelling the world on a quest for global peace and understanding, according to an article the Telegraph wrote about it. He settled on Vancouver Island, spending his days hiking in the woods or flying around in his seaplane. The problem is, he never files a flight plan and almost always has a young male passenger with him, a different one each trip who apparently is never seen again.’


‘So the Americans think he’s up to no good?’


‘The Americans don’t trust anyone interested in universal brotherhood. Concerns have been quietly raised. They’ve never been happy about the Soviet Union being so close to them over there, or about how open their border with Canada is.’


‘But they’re not sure enough to take matters into their own hands and work out exactly what he’s doing,’ Knox said.


‘Just enough to ask us to do it for them,’ Holland replied with a sigh.


And that was why Knox was now in Victoria, waiting for a seaplane to turn up, so he could ask a knight of the realm if he was smuggling Soviet agents through America’s back door.




CHAPTER 2


Knox buttoned up his coat as he stepped out of The Empress’s ivy-clad entrance. It was a sunny afternoon, but spring was taking its time to arrive on Canada’s Pacific coast. He could have stayed at his window table, watching the harbour, for the rest of the day, but he didn’t want to run the risk of Northcott arriving at the dock and leaving again before he had the chance to introduce himself. He also didn’t fancy drinking any more of the lounge’s coffee.


To Knox’s left, across two manicured lawns bordered with stunted bulbs, was the Parliament building. It was even more grandiose than The Empress, with imposing domes rather than faux turrets on its roof. The harbour stretched round to his right, curving widely through the heart of Victoria before eventually carving a narrow path up deep into the island.


He crossed over the road that separated the hotel from the dock and took up a position at the top of the steps that led down to the row of floating jetties. Thanks to Northcott’s lack of flight plan Knox had no idea when he’d appear, but according to the Canadian Directorate of Security and Intelligence he always returned to Victoria before sunset. That was in two and a half hours. Already feeling the cold start to seep through his boots, Knox hoped it would be sooner.


Normally a job like this one would fall to the security liaison officer stationed in Ottawa – one of the ranks of junior MI5 agents assigned to assist Britain’s former colonies with their internal security. Unfortunately, Canada’s SLO had been recalled to London two weeks ago after falling prey to a KGB provocation.


According to the brief and rather gruff precis Holland had given Knox, the SLO – who had only been in Ottawa for six months – had been tricked into believing the Ralliement National, a right-wing political party campaigning for independence in Quebec, was secretly being funded by the Soviets. When he escalated it, the KGB claimed innocence, and the Ralliement National exclaimed their offence at British interference in their affairs both officially and loudly. Political tensions across Canada increased, and MI5 had egg on its face, which was exactly what the KGB had intended.


Knox watched the small ferries dance their way across the calm of the harbour. Every ten minutes or so a seaplane momentarily interrupted their ballet. He watched six come and go, cutting direct lines between the dock and the outer harbour where they had a long enough stretch of water to take off and land. None of them were Northcott’s.


Knox had been given the make and registration of his seaplane in Ottawa and, when he’d pointed out that he wasn’t an aviation expert, a description too. He was looking for a yellow fuselage with a pair of vivid turquoise wings strapped across the top of it. Northcott, he was told, was hard to miss.


Finally, just as Knox was beginning to consider retreating back into The Empress he spotted a flash of bright blue turn into the inner harbour.


He walked down to the floating jetty as the seaplane pulled alongside it, cut its engines and stopped its twin rotor blades spinning. The door of the cockpit opened and Knox got his first proper look at Sir Guy Northcott. His file photo in Leconfield House had shown a fairly unremarkable businessman in his late sixties with neat hair, clean-shaven, wearing a sombre, expensive-looking suit. The man climbing down the steps cut into the side of his plane looked the complete opposite. His long, grey hair was slicked back from his heavily bearded face, and he wore a thick, roll-neck jumper. He looked like he should be crewing a fishing trawler somewhere in the North Sea.


Another man followed him out of the plane. He was another opposite. Where the older man looked relaxed, confident in his own skin and world, his younger companion seemed utterly terrified. He was thin, almost frail, his hair roughly cut short against his skull. He couldn’t have been a day over twenty, and his wide eyes darted round, looking for signs of danger in everything they saw. He wore frayed slacks and a thin leather jacket, and held a canvas duffle bag to his chest.


‘Sir Guy?’ Knox said, pulling his hand out of his coat pocket and extending it towards Northcott.


‘It’s a while since anyone called me that,’ Northcott replied, shaking Knox’s hand as an easy smile creased the skin at the edges of his mouth and eyes.


He turned to the young man, who was instinctively backing away from Knox. ‘It’s okay, Jimmy. This fellow’s a Brit. Nothing for you to worry about. Jimmy Furlock, meet…?’


‘Richard Knox,’ Knox said, nodding at Furlock and then turning back to Northcott. ‘And I’m sorry to interrupt your afternoon, but I was wondering if you had a few moments to talk.’


Northcott’s eyes narrowed a fraction, and he glanced at Furlock again. He looked a little less anxious, but he was also starting to shiver.


‘Why not,’ Northcott said to Knox, still grinning. ‘But let’s find somewhere a bit warmer.’


He pointed past Knox at a large Lincoln Continental that was idling at the kerbside where Knox had been moments before.


Twenty minutes later Knox, Northcott and Furlock were in the drawing room of Northcott’s house. It sat high up on a private, fence-ringed bluff overlooking the Haro Strait, and was surprisingly modest – two storeys in the North American style that blended huge panels of smooth glass with consciously rough blocks of wood and stone.


‘That rock over there is Sidney Island, which is in Canada,’ Northcott said, pointing through the large windows that faced the strait. ‘And that one on the right is San Juan, which is in America. The Sunday sailors can never keep it right in their heads and are always accidentally crossing the border. More coffee, Richard?’


‘Thank you,’ Knox replied, offering up his cup.


Northcott shared Knox’s appreciation for rich beans, served short and strong.


‘So,’ Northcott said. ‘Who have I upset now?’


‘Would you prefer to discuss this in private?’ Knox asked, subtly tilting his head towards Furlock, who was sitting hunched at the end of a leather chesterfield across from Knox’s high-backed chair, eyes still wide and scared. His cup sat untouched on the low coffee table in front of him.


‘No need,’ Northcott replied. ‘We’re all friends here, aren’t we?’


Knox nodded as he took a sip of his coffee. ‘Some questions have been asked about your recent flights, and your passengers,’ he said.


Furlock’s eyes grew even wider and he pushed himself further into the corner of the sofa.


‘I was wondering when people were going to notice. But I thought it would be someone a little more local.’ Northcott gave Furlock a reassuring look. ‘Tell me, Richard, did you fight in the war?’


‘I did,’ he replied. ‘In France.’


‘I didn’t,’ Northcott said. ‘I wasn’t allowed. I was deemed too valuable. It was more important for me to make outfits for people like you to die in than get my own hands dirty. But I did my part, and it was a righteous war, wasn’t it?’


‘I think so,’ Knox replied, wary of the direction Northcott was suddenly steering the conversation.


‘Of course you do. We won. Righteousness is our prerogative.’ Northcott took a deep gulp of his coffee. ‘And what do you think about Vietnam?’


‘It’s not my war,’ Knox said.


‘It’s not America’s either, really. It’s certainly not Jimmy’s. But it’s still scarred him for life. Have you ever been injured for the causes you believe in, Richard?’


It was another surprisingly direct question, and one Knox had been asked before. The first time had been over a bottle of wine in a restaurant on the Île Saint-Louis in Paris twenty-two years ago by another high-born Brit. A man who wasn’t all that dissimilar from Northcott, and who had become one of Knox’s closest friends – a friend Knox thought about every day even though he’d been dead for seven years.


‘A couple of times.’ Knox thought about the old gash across the top of his head a delirious, half-starved German soldier had given him during the war, and the more recent scar on his chest, put there by a kidnapped Russian scientist who had almost shot him through the heart five years ago.


‘Jimmy,’ Northcott said, ‘take your jacket off.’


Reluctantly, Furlock pulled his arms out of his jacket sleeves and shrugged it off his shoulders. He looked even more gaunt in just the white T-shirt he was wearing underneath. Knox noticed first that the T-shirt was stained with sweat and dirt, and second that Furlock’s arms were both covered in the raised welts of knife cuts and what he guessed were cigarette burns.


‘Jimmy shouldn’t be here. He should be face down in the jungle somewhere outside Saigon. But the will to live is strong, especially when there’s no bloody reason for you to die. Jimmy wouldn’t mind me saying he’s not a fighter. Violence isn’t in his soul. But he’s strong. His will carried him all the way from Dallas to the west coast. He hitched rides with people who hadn’t really wanted to help him, slept in doorways and woke up to boots in his stomach.’


Northcott sat down next to Furlock as he shifted awkwardly under Knox’s gaze.


‘His family had disowned him when he wouldn’t volunteer to be thrown on his country’s rubbish heap of a war,’ Northcott continued, smiling again at the young man. ‘But he didn’t give up. And I think it’s only fair that someone doesn’t give up on him. You might not be able to see it, Richard, but Jimmy’s damn brave.’


‘I think I do,’ Knox replied, as he quickly processed Northcott’s revelation.


The old knight wasn’t spending his retirement sneaking Russians agents over the border into America after all. He was running a secret airborne railroad to get young draft dodgers out of it.




CHAPTER 3


Abey Bennett pulled her right foot out of the invisible patch of thick mud it had been slowly sinking into for the last five minutes and frowned as she tried to make out her boot’s newly distorted and clumped outline in the dark.


‘This doesn’t smell right,’ she said, her voice barely above a whisper.


‘It’s a prisoner exchange in the jungle in the middle of the night,’ Tripp Warren replied, his voice low too. ‘How right is it supposed to smell?’


The two junior CIA field agents scanned the thick vegetation in front of them before turning back to the mouth of the cave behind them. Theoretically they were supposed to be guarding it, but with only one pistol and one torch between them they wouldn’t be able to do much if what was about to happen went sour.


Inside the cave were more CIA agents, with more torches and more guns, and a bruised and drugged Haitian man.


It was a heavy, sweltering night, and the only thing that stopped Bennett from feeling entirely bitter about being left out in the open, and being the one holding the torch and not the gun, was that it was a fraction of a degree cooler in the clearing.


The cave was just north of the town of Banica, and just on the right-hand side of the border that divided the island of Hispaniola between Haiti to the west and the Dominican Republic to the east. It was a sacred place, the Cerro de San Francisco, where Christians from all over the Caribbean pilgrimaged to stand under the water that dripped from its roof and smear their faces with the limestone dust from its walls. But this evening it was being used for purposes far less holy.


Bennett flashed light at a sudden movement in the trees, but dropped the beam when nothing emerged into the open. In fact, they hadn’t seen a single startled boar or curious bat since they’d arrived over an hour ago. Nature, it seemed, was giving the Cerro de San Francisco a wide berth this evening.


The two junior agents looked like inverts of each other. Bennett’s tanned skin and dark hair revealed her part Kiowa Native American heritage, while Warren’s ice blond hair and alabaster complexion betrayed his Northern European ancestry. The only feature they shared was piercing blue eyes. Bennett was also about a decade older than Warren, but her diminutive stature and short, pixie haircut went some way to obscuring the age difference.


‘We shouldn’t be doing this,’ Bennett said.


Warren shrugged. ‘Sometimes the enemy of our enemy is our friend.’


‘But we’re friends with the Dominicans, and Papa Doc hates both of us.’


François ‘Papa Doc’ Duvalier, the leader of Haiti, who had made himself President For Life two years ago, had never had a good relationship with the Dominican Republic or the United States, who he thought lavished an unfair amount of attention – and financial aid – on his next-door neighbour.


‘I meant Castro. We still owe Papa Doc for supporting the trade embargo,’ Warren said, adding ‘even if he is a nutjob tinpot’ under his breath.


There was another rustle in the trees. This time Bennett’s torch lit up a string of hard faces stepping out of the jungle. Six men, all in the green khaki uniforms of the Tonton Macoute – Duvalier’s secret police and personal death squad. Five of the men carried Kalashnikovs, their hands tight round the grips and barrels of their rifles. The sixth man held a thick rope that pulled another prisoner behind him. This man was white, covered in roughly twice as many bruises as Bennett had seen on the Haitian being guarded in the cave, and filthy with dirt. He looked like he’d been dragged all the way from Port-au-Prince.


The Macoutes walked straight past Bennett and Warren, not even bothering to give them the most cursory of glances.


Inside the cave the atmosphere immediately changed from hot and anxious to hot and tense. The CIA agents kept their eyes on the Macoutes, and they kept theirs on the man kneeling on the floor. Even in his drugged state he seemed to sense the men around him stiffen, and recognised the new arrivals as they came to a halt in the glow of the torches. His eyes bulged with fear and he tried to scrabble away from them, but his body was too weak.


Bennett wasn’t supposed to know who the CIA’s prisoner was, but she did. He was Guillaume Asselin, a minor deputy of Clément Barbot, the ex-head of the Tonton Macoute. Barbot had briefly assumed power in Haiti after Duvalier suffered a massive heart attack in 1959. When Duvalier had recovered and reclaimed the presidency, he accused Barbot of plotting to overthrow him, and had the Macoutes execute their leader. Duvalier’s memory was long and murderous, and seven years later he was still hunting down Barbot’s associates.


One of the Americans broke from the semicircle that had formed around Asselin and stepped forward towards the Macoutes. He was Jay Gibson, currently the most senior US intelligence officer on Hispaniola. Like the other agents, he was struggling with the heat the cave had trapped from the day, but he refused to wipe the sweat off his forehead or pull at the shirt that was stuck to his chest and back.


Gibson was a thick man, a college quarterback once upon a time who now seemed to carry most of his weight in his chest and shoulders by sheer stubbornness. He was about twice the size of the Haitian who broke from their line to square up to him. This Macoute looked the same as the others – his uniform shirt was unbuttoned halfway, revealing his lean, muscled chest. But unlike the others he now let his gun hang on its strap across his shoulder, and had a pistol clipped to his belt. He didn’t need to be ready to defend himself against the Americans; his men would do that for him.


‘We were told he wouldn’t be harmed,’ Gibson said, gesturing at the battered man with the rope digging into his wrists.


From her position at the mouth of the cave, Bennett could see that the Macoutes’ prisoner wasn’t as terrified as Asselin, but not by much. She also had no idea who he was, and she didn’t like that.


The Macoute leader just stared at Gibson.


‘Give him to us,’ he said eventually.


His accent was a mix of French and Haitian Creole, and his mouth glinted in the torchlight – both of his rows of teeth were completely gold.


Gibson looked at him for a long, silent moment. Then he blinked first.


‘Let’s get on with this,’ he said, seemingly to everyone in the cave.


Two CIA agents pulled Asselin off the ground, holding him up as his legs refused to carry his weight.


‘This isn’t right,’ Bennett said to Warren. ‘We have to stop this.’


‘That isn’t our job,’ Warren replied.


Bennett and Warren’s orders had been to keep watch in case more Macoutes were waiting for their friends out in the night. They shouldn’t even have been watching what was going on in the cave, but neither of them had been able to keep their eyes off the Haitians since they’d arrived. And now Bennett couldn’t just keep watching, or stop her legs from carrying her into the Cerro de San Francisco.


The sound of her boots added another echo to the Macoutes’s, who were already turning away from the other CIA agents, two of them dragging Asselin between them. The others gripped their Kalashnikovs tighter as Bennett got closer.


‘Stop,’ she said, her voice reverberating around the two groups of men.


The Macoutes kept walking.


‘Stand down, agent,’ Gibson said. His voice was as loud as hers, and as angry.


Bennett stood her ground, but the mouth of the cave was too wide for her to block the Macoutes. They just snaked around her. Their leader was the last to leave the cave. He gave Bennett a wide, golden grin as he passed her, and made a show of pulling his pistol from his belt.


She watched as the Haitians reached the treeline. Three of them immediately disappeared into the dark, but the two carrying Asselin paused at the edge of the jungle, waiting for their leader. When he reached them, he raised his pistol.


Bennett started after him. But she felt a hand on her shoulder holding her back. It was Warren. All she could do was watch as Asselin was shot point-blank through the head. The sound of the single bullet smashing through skull filled the air. Then the two Macoutes pulled Asselin’s lifeless body into the trees, and their leader gave the Americans one last vicious grin before he vanished after them.




CHAPTER 4


Knox wasn’t scheduled to leave Victoria until the next afternoon, in case he’d needed more than one chat with Northcott. He hadn’t.


He spent less than an hour at the errant knight’s house on the bluff, much to Furlock’s relief, then was driven back to The Empress in the Lincoln. He had an early dinner of steak and a Chilean Malbec in the hotel’s ostentatious restaurant, then retired to his room. Unfortunately, even though his body was still shattered, and he’d polished off the whole bottle of wine in under an hour, his sleep was brief and fitful.


In the morning, Knox wandered Victoria’s streets looking for something to fill his time. A few blocks from the hotel he stumbled on a cinema that was showing an early screening of the recent adaptation of John le Carré’s The Spy Who Came in from the Cold. Given the outside temperature was still hovering around freezing, he took the hint.


The auditorium was narrow, sloped, and empty. Knox had his pick of seats. He chose one in the middle of a row near the back and settled in.


The film was slow, meditative, and depressingly realistic. James Bond had been running round a technicolour world entertaining moviegoers for the last five years, but Richard Burton’s black and white Alec Leamas and le Carré’s story full of schemes and machinations that cost too many people their lives and achieved vanishingly little felt far more familiar to Knox.


On his short hop to Vancouver, Knox thought about Burton, slumped on the floor of a prison cell staring up at the man who had betrayed him and trying to work out exactly whose web he’d been caught in. Then on his Air Canada flight to Toronto he let his mind work through his long trip and brief encounter with Northcott.


A younger Knox would have been disgusted by Furlock, branded him a coward and told him to go back to America and accept his duty, like he’d done in 1944. But, as Northcott had said, that had been a just war. Everyone Knox fought side by side with understood why they were there: to protect freedom and defend the world against tyranny. But it was hard to say the same thing about America’s decade-long conflict in Vietnam.


For ten bloody years, thousands of young lives and millions of dollars had been spent failing to drive communism out of South East Asia. If anything it had spread, establishing footholds in Laos and Cambodia as well. The longer the war dragged on, the less people were sure why America was there in the first place. Some people even morbidly joked that it was only because their troop carriers had gone the wrong way when they’d left Korea in 1953. Public opinion was starting to turn.


So was Knox’s, and not just about Vietnam.


When Holland had asked him to become a soldier in the new Cold War, Knox had jumped at the chance to continue serving his country. But that was twenty years ago, and now he couldn’t escape the feeling that he’d ended up caught in a perpetual stalemate, a war of paranoid attrition and meaningless skirmishes.


Northcott might not have been smuggling Soviet agents into America, but someone, somewhere would be, or pretending to to keep the CIA and FBI on edge and chasing phantoms. America would be doing exactly the same, turning disgruntled Soviet military attachés or low-level members of KGB residenturas wherever they could. And both would be gleefully sneaking people over the Berlin Wall while complaining it had been the other side’s belligerence that had somehow willed almost a hundred miles of concrete, barbed wire, and no-man’s-land into existence between Germany’s Federal and Democratic Republics.


Britain would be doing its part too, keeping extremely close tabs on the secret forces at work in the hearts of her allies and enemies.


Knox was still a soldier, still doing his duty. But his conviction no longer felt entirely total or unquestioning. As his plane started its descent outside Toronto, his mind went again to Burton raging behind the wheel of a car at Claire Bloom about the dirty work he’d been unknowingly forced to do. He thought too about Northcott’s refusal to tell him where Furlock and all the men before him went after they landed in Victoria, and his own to press for the information. Maybe they were all holed up somewhere in Vancouver, waiting for fake Canadian passports. Maybe they headed east as soon as they could, and tried their luck on the ranches and farms of the vast prairies that stretched across the country. Wherever they disappeared to, Knox didn’t want to be the one responsible for hunting them down.


His visit to Canada had been both fruitless and pointless. And so, really, had his trip to Australia.


The Venona Project had been decrypting old Soviet communications for twenty years, hunting for traitors long hidden and often long gone. It had been instrumental in identifying Russian assets working in the West, like Klaus Fuchs, the German physicist who had been stealing classified information from the Manhattan Project, and Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean, the Cambridge students-turned-diplomats who had suddenly defected to Moscow in 1951, followed twelve years later by their comrade, MI6 officer Kim Philby. But its successes were always historic, retroactive, and Knox still couldn’t really see the point in flying all the way to Canberra to spend four days locked in a conference room with the Australians and Americans while everyone congratulated each other for uncovering yet another nefarious but minor plot years after it had done its damage.


Canada, Australia, and how many other of his trips around the Commonwealth had meant nothing and delivered less?


Knox had a couple of hours in Toronto Airport before his BOAC flight to London, so he found a bar and ordered a whisky. He hoped the spirit might do what last night’s Malbec had failed to and help him sleep on the overnight flight.


Shortly before he was called to board the man at the bar next to him got up, leaving behind the paper he’d been reading. Out of habit, Knox reached over and scanned the front page. More rumours about the election, more criticism of Smith and what was happening in the Empire’s latest ex-colony. He didn’t bother reading beyond the headlines, and instead just folded the paper in half, dropped it on the bar in front of the empty seat next to him, and cradled the last of his whisky as he waited for his flight number to be announced.




CHAPTER 5


Knox’s Boeing 707 landed at London Airport early the next morning. He didn’t go straight to MI5 headquarters after he’d gone through passport control and collected his luggage. Instead, he picked up his gunmetal-grey E-type Jaguar from the car park, skirted the edge of the capital and headed north.


Knox had never seen the need for a car living in London, but for the last two years he’d been dividing what little time he spent in Britain between the city and the country, so one had become a necessity.


Rabley Heath was an old manor house nestled in a forest on a hill in Hertfordshire. It wasn’t as significant as nearby Knebworth House, or Hatfield, but it had still made an impact on the local geography as the catalyst for a village to spread along the wooded lanes that led to its gates.


It was a mongrel of a house. Originally a Jacobean hall dating back to 1605, its tall, ornate red brick facade had become flanked by two Georgian wings of columned York stone in the early 1800s. The most recent addition to it – a low-slung modernist extension that ran the entire length of the rear of the house – had been built in the late thirties, just before the outbreak of the war. The cream box had wide sash windows that gave visitors uninterrupted views of the impressive grounds, and an enormous parquet floor that was sprung for dancing. But it had been a long time since anyone had thrown a party at Rabley Heath.


It was always a strange homecoming for Knox, returning to a place where he lived but that wasn’t really his.


Rabley Heath belonged to the family of Jack Williams. Williams was the man Northcott had reminded Knox of. The man who had been Knox’s closest friend for fifteen years. The man who had joined Knox in MI5 after they met over wine and war stories during the strange days after the liberation of Paris. And the man Knox had sent to his death seven years ago.


Williams’s parents, who’d sired their only child late in life, had both died shortly after the war. Williams had been the last scion of his line, but he was also not legally dead. Officially he was missing in action, which meant that Rabley Heath had been left standing empty and slowly turning to rack and ruin until the family’s septuagenarian solicitor, unable to sell the house as it fell further into decay, wrote to Knox begging for his help.


Williams had used to joke that Rabley Heath wasn’t so special.


‘I’m from where the trains going places are still speeding up,’ he’d say.


But he and Knox had spent years of happy, hungover weekend afternoons in its cavernous rooms and overgrown gardens, Williams slowly teaching Knox how to relax and Knox indoctrinating Williams into the orphan club he’d been a member of since his own parents had died when he was a child. Yet, Knox ignored the letter from the solicitor for months. Seven years after losing his best friend, he still wasn’t ready to return to Rabley Heath. He told himself he was too busy with work, and his life in the city. But that wasn’t true, and eventually one afternoon when he was sitting bored in his office on the fifth floor of Leconfield House he found himself writing a reply.
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