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PRAISE FOR A LOYAL TRAITOR



‘A Loyal Traitor is a thoroughly gripping spy thriller. Tim Glister puts the reader at the heart of the Cold War and captures the high-stakes paranoia of the era brilliantly.’


Adam Hamdy, author of Black 13


‘There is a ruthless female killer at large, sightings of a Soviet submarine and ambitious KGB officers fomenting audacious coups. All this and references to Harry Palmer and The Day of the Jackal cram the stage with scenery before a climax at the Royal Opera House.’


The Times, thriller of the month


‘A Loyal Traitor is an accomplished and atmospheric spy novel with an original protagonist and a burning question at its heart. Considered and entertaining. I was drawn in from page one.’


Charlotte Philby, author of A Double Life


‘Stunningly authentic, masterfully plotted and brilliantly composed, this is historical thriller writing at its very best.’


Matthew Richardson, author of The Insider


‘Original, gritty and compelling, A Loyal Traitor cements Glister’s reputation as a master storyteller. Fans of John le Carré will love this!’


Awais Khan, author of No Honour


‘Intelligent, involving and gripping… The jigsaw pieces of the complex plot are picture-perfect.’


Choice Magazine, hardback of the month


‘The plot is fast-paced, with plenty of tension and action.’


Mystery People


‘It is incredibly satisfying reading a follow-up that not only matches but surpasses the original… This is superior stuff. A lean, intelligent espionage thriller skilfully rendering not just the messy truth of Cold War operations, but the intimate emotional toll of such work.’


Dominic Nolan, author of Vine Street


‘Tim Glister is creating such an elegant and vivid style of his own. This is another pitch-perfect portrayal of a Cold War crisis. Glister creates a distinctive and fascinating thriller, which I hugely enjoyed.’


Holly Watt, author of To the Lions


‘A brilliantly convoluted plot with layer on layer of subplot at every turn.’


Shots Magazine




PRAISE FOR RED CORONA



‘Relentless and sleek. This pitch-perfect debut – a gripping espionage thriller in the vein of Charles Cumming, Tom Rob Smith and Mick Herron – signals the arrival of a remarkable talent.’


A.J. Finn, author of The Woman in the Window


‘Catchy title! Actually, Red Corona has nothing to do with viruses, but the space race in 1961… An entertaining, not to say nostalgic, espionage thriller.’


The Times and Sunday Times Crime Club


‘A thoroughly engaging spy thriller that had me gripped from start to finish and left me desperate for more!’


S.J. Watson, author of Before I Go to Sleep


‘Thrills by the bucket… An entertaining blend of Le Carré-like in-house establishment rivalries and sheer propulsive action reminiscent of Len Deighton.’


Maxim Jakubowski
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PROLOGUE


It was Barend Visser’s curiosity that killed him.


He wasn’t supposed to die. He was supposed to see the world.


For the last two years he’d crewed small cargo ships out of Rotterdam. Short hops across the North Sea to Britain, or slightly longer jaunts, edging the tumultuous Atlantic to the calmer waters of the Mediterranean. But never further.


The M.S. Tasman was going to change that. It was going to take him across vast oceans to far-off lands. To ‘see what’s out there’, his father had said with the resigned enthusiasm of someone who had finally accepted that their son wouldn’t be satisfied with the sedate wonders of the Zeeland peninsula.


Visser was hired on a Wednesday, and the Tasman was due to be loaded and sail early the following Tuesday. That gave Visser time for a final visit home to Ritthem, and one last Sunday stroll with his father along the banks of the Westerschelde to the low, angular ruins of Fort Rammekens. For most of his teenage years Visser had hated these walks, their repetition every weekend reinforcing the stultification of country life. However, this weekend he found the familiarity comforting, a memory he would be happy to carry with him across the globe because he no longer had to live it over and over. He also enjoyed the boterkoek that his father produced once they were back at the house – an early celebration for the twentieth birthday they wouldn’t be able to celebrate together in a few weeks’ time.


The Tasman was the largest ship Visser had ever been on, over four hundred feet long, with five gleaming white decks above the hold that was capable of carrying almost six thousand tonnes of cargo, and a crew of almost fifty men.


Tuesday was an efficient, exciting blur. The first leg of the ship’s long journey was to be a light one – its belly was quarter-filled by mid-morning, and it left Rotterdam on schedule.


In stark contrast, its stop at Gibraltar, the tiny British outpost at the mouth to the Mediterranean, was rushed and everyone on board, including Visser, was drafted in to make sure that all the crates and containers that needed to be taken off the ship were, and everything that was due to be loaded onto it made it aboard before they left again.


After five hours of strenuous effort, the hold was over half full, all paperwork had been signed off, and the crew was preparing to leave port, eat some food and get some rest. However, before Visser would be able to head to the mess or his bunk, the chief mate ordered him to double-check every single piece of cargo against the ship’s manifest.


Visser knew this was a rite of passage he had to endure as the youngest and newest member of the crew, so he didn’t argue. It was also an opportunity to prove his diligence.


It took him almost another two hours of clambering and cross-referencing to work his way through everything and confirm the cargo was all where it was supposed to be. Until he reached the final section of the hold, where he discovered a discrepancy: two crates that should have been loaded in Gibraltar weren’t there. And it wasn’t that they were somewhere else, or stacked in a way that made them look like they were missing. There was a large, clear gap between other crates where they were supposed to be.


Visser went to look for the chief mate and report the problem. He found him in the mess, playing cards with three other crew members who had clearly worked on the Tasman long enough to be on sociable terms with its second-in-command.


He handed the manifest to the chief mate and pointed to the gap in the column of thin, neat ticks he’d marked down the right-hand side of its pages.


‘You’re sure?’ the chief mate asked after several seconds of quiet contemplation.


The man was almost fifty years old, and he looked like he’d been at sea for most of them. He wore an officer’s uniform, but the deep tan and hard skin on his lined face and thick forearms betrayed a long career below as well as above deck.


Visser nodded. The chief mate was silent for another moment, then a wide smile spread across his face.


‘Well, that’s their problem,’ he said. ‘The dock was clear when we left, and if something’s not there it’s not our fault we can’t load it.’


The next few days sailing across the Mediterranean were uneventful, the quiet time between ports when duties were easy, light, and didn’t get much in the way of Visser’s new favourite hobby of staring over the prow of the Tasman at the horizon and imagining what was beyond it.


The ship put in at Piraeus, but only briefly, the changeover of cargo small enough to not need Visser, who was off-shift, to help with it. He offered, but the chief mate sent him back up to his bunk almost as soon as he appeared in the hold, telling him half-jokingly that there was a difference between taking on extra work and taking other people’s, and that only one of the two would make him friends on a boat like the Tasman.


Visser worried if he’d been too eager, if after making a good impression after Gibraltar he’d now singled himself out for the wrong reasons. But then his concerns were replaced with barely contained excitement as he finally reached a latitude and longitude he’d never passed before: the entrance to the Suez Canal.


Suez was the gateway to the east, the hundred-and-twenty-mile shortcut that had been hewn straight through Egypt to the Red Sea so ships didn’t have to sail all the way round Africa to reach the Indian Ocean. It was the furthest point to which Visser had ever travelled. It was also, he suddenly felt, a point of no return.


The Tasman reached Port Said on the Egyptian coast just before nightfall, but it wouldn’t enter the canal until morning. Most of the crew took the opportunity to catch up on some sleep, but Visser’s mind and body refused to rest.


He paced up and down the dark deck, trying to exhaust his limbs, then counted stars for twenty minutes. Neither worked, and he resorted to aimlessly wandering through the ship, eventually ending up meandering through the cargo hold.


The hold was never completely silent, but in the middle of the night with the Tasman’s engines running low and the sea on the other side of the hull calm, it was unusually quiet.


Visser wondered if this solitude might be what finally pushed him to sleep, but then he reached the very end of the hold and saw something that shouldn’t have been there.


Two things, in fact. The crates that hadn’t been loaded in Gibraltar.


He leaned over them, peering at their labels in the gloom and racking his brain. Had he miscounted after all? Had someone found them and moved them to where they were supposed to be when they’d stopped off in Greece? Or had they been taken on there?


Visser heard a cough behind him, and looked up to find the chief mate, haloed under a lamp, looking down at him. Visser stood up, suddenly feeling guilty for being in the hold.


‘Couldn’t sleep?’ the chief mate asked.


‘No, sir,’ Visser replied.


‘First time through the canal, right?’


Visser nodded. The chief mate smiled.


‘I remember mine,’ he said. ‘That strip of water stretching out ahead of you with nothing but sand dunes on either side. It all feels like it goes on forever.’


Visser felt his shoulders relax as he pictured the image the chief mate had described. The other man looked past him, at the two crates.


‘You solved your little mystery,’ he said.


Visser followed the chief mate’s gaze, turning to glance at the crates again. He was about to say ‘yes, sir’ again. But before he could, the older man smashed the outer edge of a rigid hand into his throat.


Visser staggered backwards, grabbing at his neck and trying to breathe through his crushed windpipe. He stumbled and fell to his knees, doubling over as his face started to turn purple.


He stared up at the chief mate, his eyes begging for help, but all he saw was a hand coming towards him again, this time to slam his head against the bulkhead.


Visser’s body was still just clinging to life as the chief mate dragged him by the armpits through the hold and up onto the deck. But, unconscious and with only the barest amount of oxygen reaching his lungs, he was unable to put up any sort of fight as he was tipped over the side of the boat, or to stop himself from drowning within seconds of splashing into the sea.




JUNE 1967




CHAPTER 1


Everybody runs.


Guilty or innocent, it doesn’t matter. If someone feels like they’re being chased, they’ll bolt. It’s just a case of how fast, how far, and how much damage they’ll leave in their wake. The trick, Richard Knox reminded himself as he lingered fifty yards behind the man he’d been tailing across Bloomsbury for the last hour, was to not let them know you were even following them in the first place.


Knox’s mark was called Dr Hamish Rabe. He didn’t look like one of Britain’s most celebrated molecular biologists, but then research scientists tended not to parade round with their institute and academy medals dangling from their necks as they ran errands on random Tuesday lunchtimes in summer.


He was also innocent. And it was Knox’s job to keep him safe.


So far, that had involved Knox spending several hours walking in loops around the enormous university building just off Gower Street, of which Rabe’s laboratory occupied the whole basement, occasionally snatching furtive glances at its pristine whiteness through knee-high windows and wondering which of its compass-point doors the scientist might emerge from. And the last sixty minutes not letting him out of his sight.


Rabe might not have been festooned in ribbons, or draped in a crisply pressed lab coat, but he’d been easy to spot when he’d finally appeared. Partly because the upper reaches of Bloomsbury were quiet, its university students either deep in revision or exams or, if the papers were to be believed, flocking to San Francisco wearing nothing but flowers in their hair for a debauched and drug-fuelled ‘summer of love’. But mostly because he was roughly six foot seven tall and had completely alabaster skin, a mop of shockingly red hair on the top of his head, and an equally bright moustache across his upper lip. He moved in a slow rhythm, his rake-thin arms reaching out of his rolled-up shirtsleeves and swinging pendulously as his body swayed slightly from side to side.


As Knox watched him clambering his way through a crowd of schoolchildren that had streamed messily and noisily out of the British Museum and onto Great Russell Street, it seemed to him that Rabe almost belonged to another species altogether. He was like a giraffe picking its way through a herd of warthogs, or an alien come down to Earth to observe humanity and decide whether or not it should be annihilated. That second analogy wasn’t entirely farcical because, according to James Holland, the head of MI5, who had briefed Knox in person first thing this morning, Rabe was on the verge of wielding such awesome power.


‘Microbial genetics,’ Holland had replied when Knox, sitting opposite the director general in his office on the fifth floor of Leconfield House, MI5’s Mayfair headquarters, had asked him what made Rabe important enough to warrant round-the-clock security. ‘He’s developing a new kind of adaptive pesticide that has the potential to revolutionise agriculture on a global scale and eradicate world hunger, or make Agent Orange look like gritting salt.’


Neither biology nor farming were Knox’s forte, but he was well aware of Agent Orange – the most viciously destructive of a whole rainbow of chemical compounds the American Army had spent the last six years spraying over the jungles, fields, and people of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, to devastating effect on all of them.


However, it wasn’t just Rabe’s apparent quest to either save or destroy the planet that meant he’d spent the last week being constantly followed by Watchers, MI5’s leg men, and now Knox, without his knowledge.


MI5’s Pipistrelle listening devices had recently picked up a spate of concerned conversations among members of the international intelligence agencies that operated in London about a series of unexplained deaths and disappearances within their scientific communities.


A leading French biologist had evaporated into thin air on their way home from a conference in Brazil. A West German experimental physicist had had a heart attack two days after climbing the Schneck-Ostwand in the Allgäu Alps. A prominent American chemical engineer had seemingly decided to drive across several states in the middle of the night and plunge into the Pacific off Highway 1.


So far, though, nothing untoward had happened to Britain’s scientists, and Holland wanted to keep it that way.


‘We’re keeping it out of the press,’ he’d said. ‘And so is everyone else while they try to work out if it’s all a coincidence or something’s afoot. No need to spook our brilliant minds unnecessarily.’


Unfortunately, the Service’s analysts had yet to find any concrete links between the dead and the missing, or definitively conclude that there were no connections at all. So, while they continued their search, everyone else was on clandestine protection duty.


Rabe paused for a moment on Bloomsbury Street, waiting for a couple of taxis to pass before he crossed over into Bedford Square and continued on his way back to his subterranean lair. Knox slowed his own stroll in response, and took the opportunity to affect a quick change to his appearance, slipping his grey linen Hardy Amies blazer that had been folded across his right forearm back over his cream polo shirt.


He was sure he was less conspicuous than Rabe, but he also knew he was rusty. It was nearly a year since he’d been on an active assignment like this one, and almost the same since he’d been in the city for longer than a quick visit to Holland’s office, or his own next door to it.


He hadn’t made any mistakes yet. The handover with the anonymous-looking Watcher who had followed Rabe into the city from his home in Richmond had been seamless. Since then, Knox had secretly accompanied his mark round a bookshop, where he’d spent ten minutes surveying the latest releases, into a large, busy, and unseasonably cool cafe that served enormous sandwiches filled with meat carved from roast joints, and waited discreetly as he ducked into a dry-cleaners only to leave empty-handed a minute later.


Knox had momentarily wondered if there was something nefarious behind that brief stop – was the cleaners a cover for making contact or relaying a message? – but then he’d reminded himself that just because most of the people he knew were spies that didn’t mean everyone was. It was more likely the man was just checking to see if some shirts had been ironed early.


It wasn’t until Rabe was in Torrington Place, a few hundred yards from his lab, that Knox let his concentration slip and got too close.


The side street was much quieter than the main road they’d turned off a few seconds before, and they were the only pedestrians on it. So, when Rabe instinctively glanced to his side before crossing over to the opposite pavement, his eyes naturally fell on Knox. He didn’t run straight away, but Knox could tell from the subtle stiffening in the swing of Rabe’s arms as he started walking again that he’d been made.


Then Rabe started to accelerate, and Knox’s suspicions were confirmed.


He crossed over Torrington Place and into a little mews. After a few more yards his fast walk became a jog.


Rabe never looked behind him, so he didn’t see Knox lingering at the entrance of the narrow lane, waiting for the scientist to realise he was racing towards a dead end, or notice his shadow swear under his breath when he disappeared down a hidden cut-through that led out to another road.


Knox sprinted down the mews, almost missing the thin, sunless gap between buildings Rabe had turned into, and then repeatedly banged both his shoulders against its old brick walls as he pumped his arms and legs to try to make up the distance between them.


Knox could have kicked himself, both for letting Rabe notice him and for giving him a head start, but he didn’t have the luxury. He had to catch up. At least there was no longer any need or point pretending that wasn’t what he was doing.


He emerged just in time to see Rabe turn again, this time down the side of the ornate, spired cruciform of University College Hospital.


Knox had guessed that Rabe would race back to the safety of his lab, but he’d sped straight past it.


Knox continued giving chase, feeling the old familiar sting from the scar that ran across the top of his head, which throbbed whenever he exerted himself. Then he felt a second one in his chest. He told himself it was a stitch, and that it was pure coincidence that it was coming from the exact spot where he’d once been shot almost through the heart. He pushed through both sensations until they faded.


Rabe’s long limbs made it look like he was moving in slow motion, even as he got faster and faster. Knox hoped he was about to burn through the adrenaline that had helped him get so far so quickly. However, the scientist kept his impressive pace as he reached the top of Gower Street and careered straight over the double lanes of Euston Road.


There was a blare of horns as cars and vans swerved to avoid Rabe, then, a few moments later, another one as Knox dodged a double-decker only to almost be mown down by a black cab.


Rabe finally turned his head and made eye contact with Knox as he reached the safety of the pavement. Even from a distance, Knox saw the look of fear flash across the other man’s face.


It occurred to Knox that maybe some of the country’s most intelligent scientists had noticed what had been happening to their international compatriots after all.


Of course, there was no reason for him to be scared of a member of MI5, but there was also no way for Knox to convince him of that fact until he caught up with him. So Rabe kept going east, putting even more distance between the two of them, before veering north between the stumps of the old Doric arch that had once stood in front of the entrance to Euston train station.


Knox swore again, more loudly this time.


He knew that if Rabe made it onto an intercity train before he got to him and persuaded him that he wasn’t actually in any danger – at least from Knox – MI5 would have to ask the Transport Police for help, and he’d have to tell Holland that he’d made a mess of a simple job.


But Rabe didn’t head for the mainline station’s entrance, gallop through its concourse and down any of the long ramps that led to its platforms. Instead, as Knox watched, his red hair lurched towards a completely different set of lines and tracks: the Underground.




CHAPTER 2


Knox dashed through the ticket hall and down into the Tube station’s complex knot of tunnels, at last gaining some ground as Rabe began to slow down. Knox didn’t know if it was because the scientist was starting to run out of energy, or didn’t know where he was going, or wanted to avoid the attention of the shuffling midday commuters that surrounded him. He was just glad he hadn’t lost him, and that they were now in very familiar territory.


After years of training and active shadowing operations, Knox, like every MI5 officer, knew the Tube network like the back of his hand. Alongside Pipistrelle, its labyrinthine passageways were one of the Service’s greatest surveillance assets. Wherever Rabe went underground, Knox would have the advantage.


Rabe reached a Northern line platform, and, a few seconds later, so did Knox. Then, as if on cue, a Tube train arrived. It was old stock, its red paint dull and faded, its wheels rickety, and its doors slow to open. Few people got off, which meant it would have been easy for Knox to close the gap between him and his quarry with one last burst of effort. But he hung back, pausing next to the open mouth of a carriage vestibule just in case Rabe leaped on at the last moment.


However, the scientist kept striding down the platform as the train slowly and noisily pulled away. He reached the end just as the final carriage trundled into darkness, and Knox wondered if he was planning on jumping down onto the tracks and following it into the tunnel. He didn’t, but he did vanish – through a small service door directly in front of him that his body had blocked from Knox’s view.


Suddenly Knox was sprinting again towards the door he could now see was completely flush with and the same colour as the wall it was built into, asking himself why on earth it wasn’t locked, and how the hell a molecular biologist knew it was even there.


He yanked the handle open, stepped through, and almost immediately fell up a set of yellow-edged stairs on the other side.


The staircase was lit by a string of dim emergency lights, and its tiled walls were smeared with grime. It was colder than the platform, and the air felt different, stale with dust yet charged with electricity too. It was also quieter, so Knox had no trouble making out the scientist’s footsteps ahead of him.


When he reached the top of the stairs, he saw a curve-roofed passageway stretching out in front of him. It had just enough kinks in it that Knox didn’t have a clear line of sight down its whole length. But, although he couldn’t see Rabe, he could still hear him.


He called out his name, hoping the sound of it reverberating round him might surprise him enough to make him pause, but his shoes kept pounding the dirt-caked floor somewhere in the distance. It wasn’t until Knox began jogging down the tunnel and adding his own rhythmic echoes that the scientist seemed to change his mind and his footsteps stopped.


Knox moved cautiously. He doubted he’d find Rabe waiting for him under one of the weak spotlights, so he didn’t want to miss any nooks or crannies he might be hiding in. After about thirty yards he spotted one, slowed to a silent halt, and realised that despite all the dim twists and turns he knew exactly where he was.


The Euston mainline station had been a building site for most of the sixties, its old Great Hall demolished along with its arch so it could be enlarged to accommodate rising passenger demand. The same was true below ground.


The new Victoria line was due to pass through Euston next year, and the ticket hall Rabe and Knox had run through was a replacement for one of the two Underground stations that dated back to when the Northern line was two railways, run by separate companies. However, not every remnant of the past had been erased, and Knox was now in the middle of one of them: the old interchange corridor that ran between what were now the Northern line’s Bank and Charing Cross branches.


A few feet to Knox’s side a ticket booth was embedded in the wall – a tight, dark space just large enough for Rabe to have folded himself up into.


‘There’s no need to hide,’ Knox said towards the shadows.


Then he lunged through the slim, cream-tile-edged opening, and grabbed at nothing.


A deep rumble filled the corridor, dislodging a fine shower of dust from its roof, as a Tube train passed through a tunnel nearby. And then another sound. Not the repetitive thudding of feet but a single, metallic clattering.


Knox set off again, making his way further along the passageway. Until he hit an abrupt turn, signalled by the word Psycho appearing directly in front of him, emblazoned across the wall in vivid red letters. A poster for the film that had been released the year before the interchange had been closed, which no one had bothered removing. Knox passed more – a bright pink illustration of people floating next to a futuristic submarine, an advert for a long-since staged Christmas production of Puss in Boots at the Theatre Royal, and several more promoting cheap day trips – all in remarkably good condition.


He continued on, reaching a second sharp turn and, after that, another staircase. However, unlike the one that had led him up to the interchange corridor, the top of this one was completely bricked up.


So far, Knox had been grudgingly impressed with Rabe’s skill for evasion. But he was fairly sure the other man couldn’t walk through solid walls. He must have missed another hidden door somewhere. He doubled back, checking both sides of the corridor even more carefully than before, and found it in the middle of the second straight, positioned frustratingly perfectly between light wells, and camouflaged even more by the advert for Coronation Street pasted over most of it.


This one took a sharp shoulder to open, and revealed another completely different environment – filthier, colder, louder, and windy.


Knox was now in a ventilation shaft.


There was a faint glow from the surface opening of the wide, circular shaft several storeys above him. But most of the light came from beneath him, cast upwards through the grilles in the ceiling of the Tube platform below. More grated metal extended across the centre of the void, and Knox could see Rabe on the far side of it, struggling to reach a ladder bolted to the shaft wall, which, for some reason, ran up the length of the shaft ten feet to the side of the walkway.


The amplified screech of a Northern line train arriving covered Knox’s steps until he was halfway to Rabe.


‘Please,’ Knox called out, ‘I’m on your side.’


The scientist clearly didn’t believe him.


‘No you’re not,’ Rabe replied, Knox finally hearing his broad Highland Scots accent for the first time.


Then he climbed up onto the walkway’s railing, trying to balance on it and stretch out at the same time.


If he managed to get a hand on the ladder and haul himself up, there was no way Knox would be able to follow him. He’d just have to hope he could make it back out of the station and up to the surface before Rabe emerged wherever the shaft let out.


However, that wasn’t going to happen, because as another sharp shriek echoed up the shaft, the scientist’s left foot slipped off the rail and he lost balance and plunged down through one of the grilles.




CHAPTER 3


After Rabe’s broken body was gently scooped up off the platform floor it had crashed into and stretchered away, Knox returned to Leconfield House.


He went straight up to his office, where he prepared his report on the disastrous turn his operation had taken, and waited to be summoned next door for a dressing-down by Holland.


And he kept waiting.


Then, after several hours spent staring alternatingly out of the window, at his desk, and at his watch – a 1956 Omega with a silver body and tan leather strap – Holland’s secretary, Miss Albury, phoned to tell him that the director general wasn’t going to be coming back from the lunch at his club that had ‘run over a tad’.


Knox decided to go home.


The fifth floor was quiet when he stepped out of his office, even though he was technically knocking off a little early, and the lift he took down to the underground car park didn’t stop at any other floors on the way, which was also unusual – but Knox told himself that both these oddities were more likely the result of most of headquarters being out on their own protection details than people purposefully steering clear of him.


However, he couldn’t explain why Holland’s dark green Bentley S2 wasn’t parked in the space next to his gunmetal-grey E-type Jaguar. Holland wouldn’t have taken it to Ockham’s, his club on Mount Street, because it took less time to walk there, and if the director general’s lunch really had turned into the kind of uncharacteristic afternoon his secretary had so indelicately implied, he would have taken a taxi home to Highgate.


Knox didn’t drive the short distance to his flat on top of Kemp House in the middle of Soho. He went to his other home – the one that wasn’t his, but was where he’d spent almost every day of the last year – Rabley Heath in Hertfordshire.


As he headed out of the city, Knox brooded over the day. He thought about Rabe. Not about the sound of him smashing through the ventilation-shaft grille, or of his bones breaking, or the screaming and shouting that had followed from the people who had been minding their own business on the Tube platform, but the strange, hard certainty of the few words he’d said to Knox. How was the scientist so sure he wasn’t there to help? Did he know something Knox didn’t? Or was his response simply the result of cold terror?


He also thought more about Holland. The director general had been Knox’s mentor for almost twenty years, and Knox his closest confidant for the same. And yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that his boss was avoiding him. The message from Miss Albury had been a flat-out lie. But why? Had Rabe been a test to see if Knox was ready to take on more active duties, and he’d failed so badly the director general was too ashamed to even berate him in person? Or was something else going on? He hoped for the latter.


The evening was bright as Knox left the A1 just north of Welwyn Garden City and transferred onto the quieter country roads that would lead him the rest of the way to his destination, but he felt like he was driving under a cloud.


Rabley Heath was a mongrel manor hidden away in an ancient forest. A crenellated Jacobean hall with Georgian wings and a modernist ballroom bolted onto its rear. A family home that had been commandeered by the government during the war and then left to decay, partly under Knox’s supervision, until its owner had returned from the dead a year ago and started repairing and rebuilding it.


Knox turned past the small white-painted gatehouse he’d stayed in while he was the place’s sole custodian, and up the driveway. There were no other cars on the gravel circle in front of the grand, arched front door, but Knox knew the property’s one other resident would be in, because at this time of day he always was.


Jack Williams was Knox’s oldest friend. But for the last year, Knox had been his jailer and his interrogator.


While the rest of Britain had been catching their breath after the end of World War Two, Holland had persuaded Knox to join MI5 and Knox, in turn, had recruited Williams. They’d risen through the ranks together for a decade, then Knox had sent his friend on a mission that had ended in his death. Or, at least, so everyone had thought until he’d suddenly appeared outside a CIA compound in the Caribbean thirteen months ago.


He’d been the victim and unwitting agent of Line Z, one of the KGB’s most secret sections, which specialised in a particularly effective combination of sledgehammer-like mind control and scalpel-sharp brutality.


Williams had almost wreaked havoc on MI5 once he’d been brought back to London, but he’d been stopped before the plan Line Z had forced him to enact reached its devastating conclusion.


Holland had accepted that he couldn’t be blamed for his actions, but had also decreed that he needed to be contained somewhere far away from the public until he’d fully recovered from what he’d been through, been comprehensively debriefed, and proved that he was no longer a risk to national security. Knox had suggested taking him back to Rabley Heath, and the director general had agreed.


So, while Williams had tried to restore his ancestral home to its former glory, Knox had attempted the same with his friend’s head, helping him rediscover his old self while also unpicking the litany of plots and assassinations he’d been forced to take part in, and extracting every last piece of information that might help the Service in its never-ending battles with its enemies on the other side of the Iron Curtain.


Williams had been a willing captive, but after a year under house arrest his trove of intelligence had been completely mined and Knox knew that, like himself, he wanted to do more than just keep going over and over the horrors he’d endured.


Knox parked his car, did his customary loop of the grounds, checking that the estate’s stone walls were still keeping the forest more or less at bay, then walked across the lawn to the back door that led to the house’s cavernous kitchen. He was joined halfway across the grass by a flash of mottled fur that raced ahead of him.


‘Slow down, Stinky,’ he called out, ‘I’m coming.’


Knox didn’t know the cat’s real name, or if it belonged to anyone in the tiny village that had slowly built up beyond Rabley Heath’s gates over the last four hundred years, but it never failed to appear whenever he arrived at the house, demanding a saucer of milk, which was always dutifully supplied.


Knox opened the door to the smell of cooking, and recognised the deep aroma of shepherd’s pie. Williams had brought the kitchen up to working order once it had become clear his incarceration was going to last longer than he and Knox could survive on cheese on toast and coffee from the gatehouse. It was the heart of Rabley Heath, the core of its strange domesticity.


‘Any idea what this is?’ Knox asked Stinky as he poured out the cat’s drink on one of the long marble slabs that ran round the edge of the room, pointing at what looked like a large bolt of mouldy fabric piled at the other end of the counter.


The cat ignored him.


‘You could at least pretend to be curious,’ he said as he put the pint bottle back in the fridge.


When he shut the door again, he found Williams stroking the cat and staring at him with an amused look on his face.


‘Thank God you’re not talking to yourself, old man,’ he said. ‘There’s only room for one lunatic in this asylum.’


Ten minutes later, Stinky was gone and both men were leaning against the counter with a bowl in front of each of them and a half-demolished casserole dish of meat and mashed potato between them.


Rabley Heath had a dining room, but it was designed to seat twenty people, not two, and there were no upcoming soirées booked in the house’s empty social calendar, so it was fairly low down Williams’s list of planned renovations.


‘Are you going to explain that?’ Knox asked, pointing again at the mound of fabric.


‘The family crest, I think,’ Williams replied, between mouthfuls. ‘Went exploring up the eastern turret this morning and found it.’


‘Is it safe up there?’


‘Only put my feet through a couple of rotten steps and a bit of the roof.’


Knox frowned, the image of a tumbling body flashing in front of his eyes. Williams was now in much better shape, mentally and physically, than when Knox had first seen him gaunt and malnourished on a bench in Regent’s Park after seven years apart, but he still didn’t like the idea of his friend putting himself in any kind of jeopardy when he wasn’t there to keep him safe.


‘What about you?’ Williams asked. ‘How did the big day go?’


Knox sighed. ‘Not well.’


As he finished the last of his pie, he explained how badly things had gone with Rabe and his maudlin suspicions about Holland’s absence from Leconfield House.


When he was done, Williams’s face darkened.


‘Sounds familiar,’ he said, snatching up their dishes and dumping them in the sink.


When he turned back to face Knox, his mouth had turned into a sad smile, and there was no humour in his voice.


‘I could be out there helping. I’ve told the Service everything I know about Line Z, proved I can be trusted, but I’m still stuck here, with no idea if I’m an asset or an embarrassment.’


Knox couldn’t argue. Williams’s frustrations were entirely legitimate. They also snapped him out of his own navel-gazing, because though he was right about their similarities, he wasn’t about their scale.


Knox had had a bad day, and might well have another one tomorrow, but even if he did, it wouldn’t compare to the limbo he knew Williams would wake up to. His best friend’s pain didn’t make him feel better about his own, but it did stop him from indulging it too much.




CHAPTER 4


The next day, Knox was back at Leconfield House early, after an even earlier coffee with Williams and a promise to discuss the future of his incarceration with Holland.


This morning, the director general didn’t keep his deputy waiting, and Knox was summoned next door barely five minutes after he’d reached his office.


Holland was sitting behind his expansive mahogany desk, polishing his gold-rimmed glasses with a small square of chamois, when Knox stepped into the wood-panelled sanctum he’d ruled over MI5 from for almost a decade.


As usual, the only thing on the desk was whatever Holland was dealing with at that moment, and right now that meant Knox’s report on the chase through the Euston tunnels.


‘Quite the adventure yesterday,’ Holland said by way of invitation for Knox to sit down.


‘Yes,’ Knox replied, lowering stiffly into the chair across from the director general.


Holland put the cloth back in a drawer, and his glasses on his face. ‘Your man Rabe is conscious.’


‘That’s good to hear.’


‘The doctors think he’ll make a full enough recovery eventually, though he may well wish that wasn’t the case.’


Knox couldn’t stop his left eyebrow from rising.


‘You were right to be sceptical about him running,’ Holland continued, tapping the manila folder in front of him. ‘While he was doped up on morphine overnight I had some Watchers give his house a discreet once-over. They found duplicates of his research going back five years.’


Knox shrugged. ‘Scientists can be rather cautious. Perhaps he was worried about his lab burning down.’


‘They weren’t filed neatly away in an office,’ Holland replied, letting the obvious implication hang between them.


Relief pricked at Knox. He hadn’t hurt an innocent man after all. In fact, he’d uncovered a possible traitor. And it was unlikely that Holland was going to drag him over the coals for doing so. He felt his back and shoulders ease a few inches.


‘Do we have an idea who he’s been supplying, or if anyone else on his team is involved?’ he asked, jumping ahead to what he assumed would be his next set of orders.


Holland shook his head. ‘The official line will be that he suffered a terrible accident, which is true.’


Knox couldn’t imagine there wouldn’t be some sort of investigation beyond questioning Rabe when he was in a fitter state. If his pesticides could be used for destructive as well as humanitarian ends, then MI5 needed to know what sort of danger the country – and possibly the planet – might be facing.


‘What does Whitehall think about it?’


‘A little bluster, but not from anyone we need to pay much attention to.’


Knox noted Holland’s uncharacteristic evasion, just like he’d sensed it yesterday. But, before he could ask why his superior wasn’t being his usual candid self, the director general stood up and announced they were almost late for a meeting Knox didn’t know he was supposed to be attending.


‘White has something to show us,’ was all the detail Holland offered up by way of explanation.


Knox and Holland took the lift down to the research and development department, which had been run by Malcolm White for as long as Knox had worked for MI5. They rode in silence, and they stopped a floor early. Knox wondered if White’s fiefdom had extended in his prolonged absence from Leconfield House.


The lift doors opened onto a long corridor, just like the fifth floor only with more doors running along its sides. Holland strode over to the third door on the right and opened it without knocking. Knox followed him through.


Inside was not a small office. Every partition on this side of the building had been removed, creating a single large space. In the middle of it was a very big, free-standing glass box. And inside that was White.


Knox turned to Holland as they walked over to the strange construction, and opened his mouth to say something. But the director general gave him a look that made it clear he shouldn’t.


The box had two doors lined up perfectly with each other, and Holland and White opened them both simultaneously. As Knox was ushered inside he saw that the walls were almost three feet thick and made of eight panes of glass – the whole thing was octuple-glazed.


‘Sorry about all that,’ Holland said to Knox, once they were all inside the box and both doors had been silently swung back shut. ‘But you’ll understand in a moment.’


‘At least as much as we do,’ White said, beckoning them both over to a small table that looked, like the three men, as if it was hovering above the maroon-patterned carpet.


There was an hourglass standing on the corner of the table, almost drained of sand. White turned it over. Then he picked up a tiny black box that was lying next to it, less than half the size of a fingernail, and showed it to Knox and Holland. ‘This is the next generation of Pipistrelle.’


‘Very impressive,’ Knox said, squinting slightly to try to make out any notches or seams on the miniature box’s matte black surface.


‘Larger range, longer life, broader bandwidth,’ White replied.


‘And still completely undetectable by radio and magnetic sweeps,’ Holland added. ‘Total audio surveillance, and the only way anyone would have a clue it was listening to them was if they actually saw it.’


‘Sounds like you’ve worked another miracle, Malcolm,’ Knox said, which earned him a huff from the R&D head as he swapped the box for a photo – a square of cracked plaster with a small black square nestled in the middle of it.


‘Unfortunately, someone beat me to it,’ White said. ‘A clumsy clerk put their elbow through a partition wall in the Bank of England two weeks ago and found this.’


‘Not one of your engineers getting curious about the price of gold, I take it,’ Knox said, which elicited another huff, and another photo.


The second image showed another minute black square, this time nestled in a small, hollowed-out groove in the back of what looked like a piece of wood panelling. Knox didn’t recognise the wood at first glance, but he was very familiar with the desk it had been lying on when the photo was taken – it was Holland’s.


‘When did you remove this?’ Knox asked White.


‘We didn’t,’ he replied.


‘Because that would let whoever planted it there know that we’re on to them,’ Holland added. ‘Hence me being rather less than forthcoming with answers to your questions upstairs.’


‘How long has it been there?’ Knox asked.


‘We have no idea.’


Knox tried to imagine how many conversations in Holland’s office had been listened in to, how many official secrets had leaked from the very centre of the nation’s intelligence apparatus. The audacity of whoever had done this was incredible, and the scandal it could cause was unfathomable.


‘We haven’t been able to trace any repair works or gaps in security that would explain it.’


Few people in the Service had clearance for the fifth floor, and even fewer were able to access Holland’s office when the director general wasn’t there. Knox was among them, so was White, and Miss Albury. Beyond that there were only a few heavily vetted members of the cleaning staff, and the engineers who regularly swept the whole building.


Despite the nature of Knox’s profession, and the years he’d spent hunting moles and traitors, he always preferred to think that everyone who worked for MI5 was as loyal as he was. He didn’t like the possibility that someone from among its ranks was behind this – even the idea that some foreign agent had somehow managed to transport themselves into one of the most secure areas of Leconfield House without leaving any trace was better than the possibility of betrayal by one’s own.


‘We only discovered it after taking most of my office apart, very slowly, and quietly,’ Holland said.


‘And we’ve found five more,’ White continued, pre-empting Knox’s next question and finally letting a fortnight’s worth of irritation show in his voice. ‘Two in meeting rooms, two in the School Hall, and one in my lab.’


‘Which prompted this little renovation project,’ Holland said.


‘It was a rush job,’ White said, pointing to the hourglass that had now deposited almost all its sand in its lower half. ‘It’s soundproof, but it’s also airtight.’


‘We’re under siege,’ Knox said.


‘A touch more than usual,’ Holland said. ‘But White’s already become quite the expert at generating enough chicken-feed for our junior officers to chat about over their desks and lunches. And while we work on getting our hands properly on one of the bugs, anything of major significance will have to be discussed in here, quickly, or outside Leconfield House.’




CHAPTER 5


Knox and Holland’s next destination was the rose garden in the south-east corner of Hyde Park, a short walk from Leconfield House along Curzon Street and through the Park Lane underpass.


It was a fine morning – one of those bright, warm days that tricked Brits into thinking summer had arrived before the inevitable spate of late-June downpours – so the two men weren’t alone as they weaved their way through the intricate pattern of pink, white and red flower beds. But none of the other strollers ever got close enough to them to hear their conversation, and the bushes they passed were too low for anyone to crouch in and point a parabolic microphone their way. The park was open ground but, for the moment, less exposed than MI5 headquarters.


Knox was relieved there was now an excuse for the director general’s evasiveness, but not about the reason itself. He was also surprised by Holland’s demeanour. White’s frustration was understandable. Pipistrelle was his creation and after years of keeping the strictest, tightest control of every device that had been deployed in the field and the priceless intelligence they had all gathered for the Service, someone had managed to get ahead of him. Holland, however, betrayed no signs of anger at the idea of Leconfield House being infiltrated and infested.
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