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Аннотация
John Purkiss, the Ratcatcher, returns in book 5 of the bestselling action thriller series

On a grey morning in October, a Turkish Airlines flight explodes over Germany minutes after taking off from Frankfurt Airport. All 184 passengers are killed.
As the world reacts with outrage to this act of terrorism, John Purkiss, hunter of rogue spies, finds himself responding in a more personal way.
His employer, mentor, and friend, Quentin Vale, was on board the flight�
Cut off from his usual support system, Purkiss goes on the run, the target of a deadly assassin known as the Ferryman who will stop at nothing to achieve his aim. With assistance from his old ally, the damaged and unstable Tony Kendrick, and two unexpected � and possibly untrustworthy � other sources, Purkiss uncovers a terrifying conspiracy called Cronos, which is intertwined inseparably with Purkiss's own past, and which leads him via the Cycladean islands to Athens for a last, nerve-shredding showdown.

Spanning an entire continent, and three decades of murky history, CRONOS RISING is the latest and most epic adventure so far in the acclaimed John Purkiss espionage series.


Tim Stevens
Cronos Rising


One

Half an hour before what would come to be referred to by the European and American intelligence services as the incident, the man known in certain quarters as the Ferryman sat in a glass-walled cafe overlooking Terminal 1 of Frankfurt Airport and thought about the afterlife.
The Ferryman was an atheist, but if any of the various visions of the afterlife held the remotest appeal for him, it was the Muslim variety. The carnality of it all, with its harem of waiting virgins, grounded it in psychological realism, far more than the anodyne Christian nightmare of string-accompanied bliss, which suggested to the Ferryman, who was also a teetotaller, a state of Huxleyite druggedness.
At least those who immolated themselves in anticipation of an eternity of sensual debauchery could be said to be normal, in a certain sense.
Adnan Hanahneh and Umair Jat were two of the most devout Muslims the Ferryman had ever met. Hanahneh, the Jordanian, was demonstrative in his faith, speaking of his devotion with an excitability that bordered on the unstable. Jat, from Pakistan, was more of a closed book, a quiet man slow to anger, courteous and measured in his speech and his actions. But his commitment to his cause was beyond doubt. The Ferryman had been assured of this, and while he was loath to believe anybody else�s assessment of a man, his own impression of Jat, and of Hanahneh, was that they were as dependable as could be hoped for.
Hanahneh had been selected for the Swissair flight. As such, he was the foil, the straight man, the stooge. The fall guy. And though he knew this, he didn�t know what his downfall was set up to achieve. He�d deliberately been kept ignorant, and he understood why. He and Umair Jat had never met.
The Ferryman knew Hanahneh had played his part. Ten minutes ago, as the Ferryman sipped his espresso, he�d noticed the change in the flow of the crowds on the concourse below the glass-walled mezzanine on which he sat. The masses were shifting towards one end of the floorspace, as if being corralled. Quarantined. The subtle security presence hadn�t swelled noticeably, but the Ferryman had watched the behaviour of the infrequent uniformed men, and he hadn�t missed the tension in their postures, their increased tendency to raise their communications devices to their ears.
Something was going on at the Swissair departure gate, far away down the corridors.
The Ferryman signalled a passing waiter and requested another espresso. Unlike many other frequent travellers, the Ferryman didn�t despise air travel. In fact he positively enjoyed the experience. He supposed this stemmed from his childhood in the 1970s, when his parents had taken him on occasional holidays overseas, and he�d loved the thrill of an airport, with its bustle and its chiming announcements, and the hulking planes on the runways outside the windows, pregnant with the promise of escape and adventure. Nowadays, the Ferryman liked airports best in the quieter hours, late at night or, as now, shortly after daybreak. He always arrived early, to allow a smooth check-in and plenty of time to bask in the warmth and humming sounds of the departure area, to savour a coffee and a newspaper before boarding.
Today, he had the coffee, and the pastry breakfast, and the newspaper � this morning�s edition of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung � for show. But he wasn�t boarding any flight. In just under an hour�s time, he would make his exit towards the public car park outside the terminal building and locate his second car, not the BMW he had arrived in but the Audi which had been waiting for him since the day before yesterday. And he would disappear into the city of Frankfurt, before catching a high-speed train to Hamburg and a Lufthansa flight out of the country, in a south-easterly direction.
The crowd on the concourse below was changing in its collective body language, and in its emotional tone. There was an unsettled aspect to it, bordering on suppressed panic. Still, the security presence hadn�t been stepped up. The Ferryman supposed they were being discreet, and were congregating around the Swissair gate via some other entry point.
He finished his third espresso, took a bite of his croissant, and ran his eyes over the front page of his Allgemeine Zeitung. The headlines were similar to those of every other paper on the newsstands, preoccupied with the Ebola crisis. Tomorrow, they�d once again be in lockstep, but screaming a very different message.
Although an enormous digital clock dominated the wall of the terminal directly across from the Ferryman, he checked his watch out of habit. Six forty-seven. If the Jordanian, Hanahneh, had played his role to the full, he would by now have been in custody for approximately twenty minutes.
On the runway outside, far away from the departure gate serving the Swissair flight, Turkish Airlines Flight TA15 would have completed its turn and would be rolling into the beginning of its takeoff run.
The Ferryman had learned, over many years, that fear was not something to be repressed, but rather to be channelled. He was now in a position of extreme danger. But he observed the quickening of his respiratory rate, the sudden flood of adrenaline into his circulatory system, and allowed the sensations to play themselves out, without feeling the urge to move his body in response to them. As a result, his senses were heightened: his vision more acute, his taste and his smell sharpened, his hearing amplifying every ting of a spoon against a cup, every murmured voice from the tables around him, until he basked in the simple wonder of the everyday perceptual flow most human beings learn unconsciously to tune out of awareness.
He was in danger because it was possible, at this crucial stage, that Hanahneh would lose his nerve. That, faced with the sudden terror of interrogation, and threats, and the gibbering fantasies of rendition and torture with which his cornered mind would plague him, he�d scream a description of the Ferryman at his captors.
But the Ferryman didn�t think the Jordanian would buckle just yet. Intoxicated by the thrill of the moment, he was more likely to be worn down gradually, over the coming days, when more subtle, psychological methods of coercion would begin to be deployed. Perhaps his captors would introduce a Muslim interrogator, a pious, sympathetic man, who�d persuade Hanahneh that he understood what he�d done, and that he was his sole confidante in the new nightmare world in which he found himself. By then, the Ferryman would be far away; but Hanahneh had a good memory, and he�d be able to supply a description which would give the authorities a close to perfect physical picture of the Ferryman.
Which was why the Ferryman had built in an element of insurance.
The poison was a colourless, tasteless one, designed in Morocco by a master. The Ferryman had slipped it into the Jordanian�s coffee with ease, at their final meeting the night before in the apartment in Frankfurt. The poison consisted of both a neurotoxin and an agent which neutralised the clotting factors in the blood. Both elements would manifest themselves after ten to twelve hours of ingestion, but the poison would be entirely asymptomatic prior to this narrow window.
Hanahneh had drunk the coffee at a little after ten o�clock last night.
He�d be in a police interrogation room, or shackled in the back of a speeding car, or perhaps even aboard a flight heading towards one of the US military bases in Germany, when the convulsions would start. His captors would hold him down and prise his jaws apart, dislocating the mandible if necessary, searching desperately for the cyanide capsule they�d missed. Hanahneh would go into cardiorespiratory arrest even as he turned into a sack of blood, the anticoagulant causing him to haemorrhage from every orifice, every pore.
And perhaps, cavorting with his scores of virgins in paradise, he�d look down on the Ferryman and offer thanks for this opportunity to achieve martyrdom.
The Ferryman took out his tablet computer and called up the Turkish Airlines site. Flight TA15 was confirmed as airborne.
Six fifty-two.
And the Ferryman had seen the man not only checking in at the desk, but boarding the plane out on the runway, a little over thirty minutes ago. Had watched him from the great glass windows of the concourse, a stooped figure, shuffling in the queue across the rain-streaked runway and up the steps leading into the cabin of the Boeing.
The Ferryman mopped up the last flakes of his pastry, put away his newspaper and his tablet in his attach� case, and tossed a couple of ten-euro notes on the table.
He headed for the escalators that would lead him towards the terminal�s exit, an unremarkable middle-aged man in a grey suit, with fair hair and a purposeful but not hasty walk. Just another cosmopolitan Northern European businessman going about his daily schedule.
* * *
Turkish Airlines Flight TA15 blew apart at one minute past seven on Tuesday the twenty-eighth of October, in the slate-coloured sky twenty thousand feet over the countryside of the German region of Hesse.
The plane didn�t explode, in the strict sense. Rather, the blast caused by the detonation of the plastic explosive buried in the large intestine of the Pakistani national named Umair Jat, and triggered by the signal from his mobile phone which he activated while sitting on the toilet seat and muttering a heartfelt prayer, tore a hole in the fuselage of the port side of the aircraft which led to a chain reaction, the metal rending further and the sudden change in pressure sucking passengers and baggage and the general bric a brac in the cabin out into the freezing air, and causing the Boeing 737�800 to veer sideways before the pilot and co-pilot grasped what was happening.
There were no clear witness accounts of what happened next, given that the incident occurred over an area of sparsely populated farmland. Aviation experts were later able to confirm that the structure of the plane had been relatively intact when it hit the ground, with the fuselage ripped to ribbons but neither wing having detached itself.
The passenger manifest revealed that one hundred and eighty-four people had boarded. Though it was impossible to identify all the bodies, or even match all the various parts to each other, it was clear there were no survivors.

Two

According to the local police database, the typical mugger in the district of Borgo in Rome was locally born, and aged between seventeen and twenty-four.
As an Englishman pushing forty, John Purkiss didn�t fit the demographic.
He didn�t, therefore, pull a ski mask over his face, or otherwise disguise himself as he strode rapidly towards his victim. It was eight o�clock in the evening, and the streetlights were sparse along this stretch of the Tiber. The lights of central Rome across the river, and those of the Vatican behind, plunged the narrow street into contrasting shadow.
The target leaned on the railing thirty yards ahead of Purkiss, in a pose of relaxation as he gazed over the river. He was a short man, compactly built, in a light woollen suit and no overcoat. The autumn was slow to come to southern Italy, even though October was two thirds gone.
Purkiss himself wore a sweater and cargo pants and a duffel jacket, the last for its pockets rather than to provide warmth. His rubber-soled running shoes made the faintest whisper on the pavement as he closed in.
In the pocket of his jacket, his hand gripped cold steel.
The man at the railings ahead was called David Billson. Officially a mid-ranking Foreign Office liaison consultant at the British Embassy on the Via XX Settembre, he was in fact an employee of SIS, colloquially known as MI6, the British intelligence service. There was nothing surprising about that. Every embassy and consulate of every nationality harboured a quota of its parent country�s spies. The United States had CIA operatives in its Grosvenor Square embassy in London. Britain, in turn, planted its own secret agents in Washington and New York. Even notionally friendly countries conducted clandestine intelligence operations on each others� soil.
That was what embassies were for, to a large extent. They provided an inviolable base on foreign territories from which the Great Game could be played out.
David Billson, though, was more than a British spy in Rome. He was a British spy in Rome who was providing intelligence to the Chinese government.
Whether he was a true double agent, working for the Beijing regime, or whether he was a mercenary selling information to the highest bidder, wasn�t clear. Nor was it particularly relevant, as far as Purkiss was concerned. Purkiss�s remit was to obtain evidence that Billson was providing information to a man named Xing Ho Lee, a teacher at one of the local Chinese schools here in Rome. Lee was known to the British and US authorities to have an affiliation with the Ministry of State Security, the intelligence service of the People�s Republic of China.
And, forty minutes earlier, Purkiss had witnessed Lee handing over a briefcase to David Billson, in the hushed confines of the Galleria Spada.
The handover had been professionally done, neither man interacting with the other, but both ending up side by side and gazing at the gallery�s Brueghel collection. Lee was instantly recognisable to Purkiss, who�d studied pictures of his appearance just as he had those of Billson prior to arriving in Rome. Lee had lowered the briefcase to the floor neatly, bending his knees the way you were always taught to do rather than curving his back. After a couple of minutes studying the Brueghel pictures, he�d walked away. Billson himself had waited a similar time before picking up the briefcase without looking down at it. Purkiss watched him clip the chain attached to the handle of the briefcase smoothly around his wrist.
Purkiss had followed Billson through the brightly lit streets and across the Tiber into Borgo, where Billson paused on the river bank. Purkiss wondered about this. Was the man meeting somebody else there? If so, snatching the briefcase might mean walking into a trap. So Purkiss had scouted around the point where Billson was standing and looking out over the river, and had carried out every counter-surveillance manoeuvre he knew. When he was as satisfied as he could be that Billson wasn�t being watched, Purkiss closed in.
The bolt cutters in his pocket were a standard piece of kit he employed when following a target. You never knew when a mark might be observed to padlock something in a locker, or pass through a gate which he then secured behind him. In this case, the briefcase was chained to Billson�s wrist, and the bolt cutters would allow Purkiss to remove the case without having to go through the tedious process of finding out where the man kept the key to the lock.
Purkiss lengthened his stride as he came into the final few yards of his run. Billson would hear him, or sense him, at the last minute, he knew, and so it was essential he built up enough momentum that he�d retain the advantage of surprise long enough to prevent a defensive move by his target.
And, sure enough, Purkiss saw Billson�s head start to turn when he was five paces away.
Purkiss�s right fist connected with the back of Billson�s neck with perhaps seventy per cent of the maximum force it could deliver. At the same time, Purkiss gripped the man�s left arm, the one holding the briefcase, with his own left hand and jerked it upwards. Billson slammed forward against the stone wall overlooking the river as Purkiss dipped his right hand into his pocket and pulled out the bolt cutters and used their jaws to snap efficiently through the lightweight chain securing the briefcase to Billson�s left wrist. As he did so, he applied torque to the arm, twisting it ever upwards and anticlockwise until the fingers of Billson�s left hand opened involuntarily and he released the handle of the case.
Purkiss released the arm and caught the briefcase deftly by the handle with his left hand. He dropped the bolt cutters back in his pocket to free up his right hand and raised it, prepared for a counterattack by Billson. But his blow to the man�s neck had been effective, not quite knocking the man unconscious but stunning him. Billson slumped against the stone wall, his hands gripping the top to keep himself from sliding down. He didn�t look round, but rather shook his head as if in dazed wonder.
Purkiss ran.
He headed back the way he�d come, in a straight line away from Billson and directly behind him, so that the man would have to turn round fully to see him. The side street from which Purkiss had emerged, and into which he now plunged once more, led to a short maze of unlit alleys. Purkiss dodged and weaved, taking a different route from the one he�d followed while checking for surveillance earlier, before he came out on a broader thoroughfare. There he slowed, controlling his breathing, dropping to a purposeful stride. An informally dressed man sprinting though the streets with a briefcase in his hand would arouse suspicion at the very least, and might even trigger pursuit.
When once again Purkiss was confident he wasn�t being followed, he entered a small piazza, one he didn�t recognise but which probably, like most places in Rome, had some historical story attached to it. The square held a scattering of evening strollers, mainly tourists by the look of them. No police.
Purkiss sat on a stone bench and examined the briefcase. It was a plain leather one, neither brand-new nor battered, with two combination locks. He took a Swiss Army knife from another of his pockets and jemmied the hasps open, ruining the locks in the process.
Vale had instructed Purkiss to procure evidence that Billson was being paid for information by the Chinese. He hadn�t told him to examine that evidence himself, but Purkiss knew he was justified in opening the briefcase, and that Vale would see it the same way.
The case was full of paper, but not in the form of banknotes.
Instead, there were reams of A4 and A5. Some had Chinese characters printed on them, in the format of text or letterheads or sometimes both. Some of them were completely blank.
Purkiss didn�t read or speak Mandarin, or Cantonese, or any other Chinese language. He�d therefore need to keep the paper for scrutiny by somebody able to interpret the writings.
But he was fairly certain the writing was junk. That the paper in the briefcase was just that. Paper. Filler.
Purkiss placed the contents carefully on the bench beside him. He set to work inspecting the briefcase itself. The inner lining, the leather exterior. The handle.
There were no hidden compartments. No flash drives stitched into the seams. No microdots secreted behind the metal rivets.
Purkiss replaced the stack of paper in the case, closed it, and, holding it shut beneath one arm, made his way out of the piazza.
* * *
He didn�t go back to his hotel room. He�d done a comprehensive sweep for bugs, which had come up clear, but this latest development changed everything.
He had to assume his hotel was under surveillance.
Instead, Purkiss took a metro train to the Trevi Rione. It was a quiet area, but not so desolate that anybody could make a move on him without being seen. He found a cafe and sat at a window table with a clear view of the street. The noise level in the place was just enough that it would interfere with any long-range audio device which might be used to try to eavesdrop on his conversation.
Any known audio device. The Chinese regime might have, and probably did have, access to technology far in advance of anything the Western or even the Russian intelligence services were aware of.
Purkiss called the only number on his phone. Vale�s number.
During the silence that followed his thumbing of the key, Purkiss again ran through the scenario which had played out, and the possibilities it threw up.
David Billson, the suspected MI6 traitor, had received a briefcase in a clandestine manner from a man known to have links with the Beijing government. That briefcase had turned out to be filled not with money but with decoy material.
It meant either that Billson had been duped, or that the whole thing was a charade. One designed to trick an observer into believing that Billson was being paid by Chinese Intelligence.
The first possibility was so unlikely as to be almost instantly dismissable. If the Chinese were offering to buy information from Billson but reneging on the deal, why go to the lengths of handing over a briefcase full of supposed cash? All Billson would do would be to open the briefcase hours, or minutes, or even seconds after the handover, and discover he�d been ripped off. It would be far less complicated for his Chinese contact simply not to turn up. Presumably, Billson would have no redress. He couldn�t exactly approach his own people, or walk into the Chinese embassy in the city, and complain that he�d been tricked.
So Purkiss assumed the handover of the briefcase was for his, Purkiss�s, benefit. Which meant the Chinese, and very likely Billson himself, knew Purkiss was in Rome and had Billson under surveillance.
That in turn meant one of two things. Either Purkiss had slipped up somewhere, and his surveillance of Billson over the last three days since he�d arrived in Rome had been noted. Or � and this was of greater concern � there had been a security breach at some other, higher, level.
Purkiss had no idea what that �higher level� might mean. He was a freelancer, an independent operator who had once worked for MI6 but was now paid directly by Quentin Vale, a man who was himself once a British Intelligence agent. Vale�s current relationship with MI6 and the British government in general was unclear to Purkiss. Though Vale had access to funding and logistics which seemed impossible for a private citizen, he�d always given the impression to Purkiss that he was no longer in the employ of the official intelligence services. Purkiss believed Vale was answerable to some other governmental body, perhaps the Foreign Office or even the Cabinet Office itself.
It wasn�t Purkiss�s concern. His job, for the last six years, had been to track down and neutralise the rogue elements within British Intelligence. The ideological turncoats, the mercenaries, the petty criminals.
Purkiss listened through the silence, waiting for the ringing to start at the other end. Either Vale would pick up within a ring or two, or the call would go to voicemail. In which latter case, Purkiss would pause for two seconds before ending the call. He never left a message. Vale would call him back as soon as he got a chance.
The rising three-note squeak jarred in Purkiss�s ear. A robotic woman�s voice, English-accented, said: �Sorry. This number is not available.�
Purkiss listened to the sequence repeat itself.
He thumbed the end call icon on the screen of his phone.
For a moment he stared at the window of the cafe, at his face half reflected in the glass.
He popped open the back of his phone and removed the battery and went to the toilet at the back of the cafe and dropped the battery into the bowl. Piling a wad of toilet paper on top of it, he flushed. Waited for the cistern to fill up. Flushed again.
He strode out of the cafe, feeling the chill hit his exposed skin � it was as if the temperature had dropped from southern-European October balminess to something altogether colder � and broke the body of the phone apart between his fingers, scattering the pieces.
Vale�s number wasn�t available.
That had never happened before. Not in six years.
Vale had been compromised.
Which meant Purkiss himself was cut off.
Exposed.
A church loomed ahead of Purkiss. Tiny by Roman standards, it was nevertheless spectacularly striking, in that typical Italian way. In the north of the continent, where the iconography was darker, more primeval, such a church would have sported gargoyles leering from its walls.
Above the doors, an ornate Christ in bas-relief grimaced, the terrible torment of its expression enhanced by the sculpted gore that leaked from its widespread, transfixed hands.

Three

Purkiss spent the next three hours crossing the city following the most chaotic of routes, chaotic in the sense of random, unpredictable. When he noticed he�d been following an approximate figure-of-eight path, he changed it drastically to a diagonal zig-zag. When he found himself once again at one or other bank of the Tiber, he headed for the outer suburbs.
Absolute certainty was an impossibility in Purkiss�s line of work. But by eleven o�clock, with the crowds thinning on the piazzas and the residential streets darkening, he was as positive as he could be that he wasn�t under surveillance.
He felt the urge to dispose of his clothes, to scrub himself in a shower somewhere, in case some kind of monitoring device had been secreted about his clothing or even implanted in his skin. He felt the urge, and he resisted it, because that was where normal healthy paranoia segued into madness. He�d known agents who had succumbed to that degree of fear, a corroding force which eventually became paralysing.
In the last hour before midnight, Purkiss found a tiny hotel on an authentically cobbled street in the Ludovisi district. In the reception area, barely as big as a kitchenette in a studio flat, he asked the sleepy woman behind the desk for a room for the night.
He ascended the vertiginous stairs and inserted the old-fashioned key into the lock, stepped inside, and braced himself for the brilliant flash of light and noise which never came.
Get a grip, he told himself.
The room held a single bed with a sagging, too-soft mattress, a single chair, and a dresser with a telephone and portable television set. Purkiss drew the thin curtains across the window, finding them inadequate to the task of blotting out the light from the street lamp directly outside. He sat on the edge of the bed and took stock.
His single suitcase was back at his original hotel. All it held were a couple of changes of clothes and his toiletries. His passport, and his wallet, were in the pocket of the duffel jacket he was wearing. He had the briefcase with its prised-open locks and the most likely worthless scrap paper inside.
He needed to get back to Britain, but he didn�t know how vulnerable he�d be at the airports. He could take a train out of Italy, but the stations might be under surveillance.
His best bet was to hire a car.
He�d make his way back to London, and then� what? He had no contact details for Vale, apart from the phone number which now appeared defunct. Vale didn�t use an office, at least not one Purkiss was aware of. All their meetings had taken place outdoors, or in other public places.
He couldn�t very well walk into the MI6 building and ask after Vale, because Vale wasn�t officially Service any more.
No. He�d have to wait to be contacted, either by Vale himself or by somebody who knew him. And that cast Purkiss in a passive role, which he didn�t like.
Purkiss had spent the day tailing David Billson, and realised that as such he hadn�t kept up with the news. He looked for a remote control, couldn�t find one, and turned the small television set on manually, flicking through the channels until he found a 24-hour news channel in English.
He watched the grainy footage. The black smoke billowing towards the slate sky, the frantic activity as people scurried about in bright neon outfits. The aerial shots, taken from helicopters, of the shattered plane, half-submerged in the field in a crater of its own making.
Flight TA15. Turkish Airlines.
Purkiss cast his mind back to his last conversation with Vale, four days earlier. They�d been walking through St James�s Park � London�s parks were a favoured choice of Vale�s for their rendezvoux � and Vale had said: I�ll be out of the country for the next few days, but I�ll be contactable by phone, so feel free.
Purkiss watched the screen for a minute more. The German security service had received a telephone message six hours after flight TA15 had gone down, from a man identifying himself as a spokesman for the Islamic Caliphate in Asia. The ICA claimed responsibility for the destruction of the plane in the name of international jihad. More blows would be struck against the ICA�s enemies in the West. Et cetera.
Purkiss turned off the television. He looked at the phone beside it on the dresser.
Then he headed back downstairs, the damaged briefcase under his arm once more, and he asked the woman at the desk for change for a twenty-euro note.
Three blocks from the hotel, Purkiss found a public phone booth. It was one of a dying breed that still took coins rather than merely credit cards.
He punched in the international code for the United Kingdom, then the number he�d committed to memory.
She answered on the fifth distant ring, just as Purkiss was about to hang up. �Holley.�
�Hannah,� he said. �It�s John.�
There was only the briefest pause. �John? Hold on a moment.� The faint noise he�d heard in the background faded, as she closed a door. �What�s up?�
Hannah Holley was an operative with the British Security Service, MI5. She and Purkiss had met in the summer of the previous year, when he�d been hunting a gunman known as the Jokerman. Purkiss and Hannah had become close during the investigation, and had developed a relationship of sorts. But it hadn�t survived, any more than the Jokerman had, and four months ago they�d parted company.
They�d done so by mutual assent. Hannah had, over a meal in a Soho restaurant, first proposed it, in the awkward way that even normally straightforward, confident people couldn�t avoid. Her career was vital to her, and she didn�t feel she had room for a man in her life at this stage in her progression.
Purkiss had experienced a disquieting sense of relief. He agreed, saying he understood fully, and that his own job made it difficult for him to pay a relationship the attention that was required to sustain it.
In reality, he didn�t understand why they were splitting up.
Purkiss hadn�t spoken to Hannah since then, though their separation hadn�t been acrimonious. It had been tacitly understood that they�d probably remain in contact from time to time.
�I need a favour,� he said.
* * *
Hannah called him back half an hour later, as a thin drizzle was starting to soak the pavement around him. Several people had passed him by while he waited, though thankfully nobody had tried to use the public phone.
�Got it,� she said. �His name isn�t there.�
Her tone sounded relieved, for Purkiss as well as for herself.
�Read them out,� Purkiss said.
�All of them?�
�Yes. Please.�
She�d obtained the passenger manifest for flight TA15. How, he didn�t know. But she was an up-and-coming MI5 asset, who�d earned a great deal of respect for the part she�d played in concluding the Jokerman operation, and she�d have plenty of favours to call in discreetly.
Hannah began to recite the names quickly. There were one hundred and forty-eight of them, Purkiss knew from the news report.
�Wait,� he said. �Say that one again.�
�Terence McCall?�
�No. The one before.�
�Robert Edgar.�
�That�s him,� said Purkiss.
He felt a tightening in his face. In his gut.
Hannah said: �What? John ��
�He�s used it as an alias before,� said Purkiss. �Usually when flying somewhere. He has a passport in that name.�
Hannah was silent for a second. �You�re sure?�
�Yes.� Purkiss took a deep breath of the cooling air, felt the taste of new rain at the back of his throat. �Hannah, thanks.�
�John, what�s this about? Did he have something to do with this ��
�I don�t know,� said Purkiss. �I need to think. You�ve been a great help.�
�Where are you?� she said.
But she�d be able to work it out, from the number of the public phone he�d given her. It was obviously Rome.
�John, are you all right?�
�Physically, yes,� he said. �I�ve got to go, Hannah. I might call you again.�
He hung up and began striding back towards the tiny hotel, ignoring the rain as it soaked his head and neck.
Quentin Vale, AKA Robert Edgar, had been on board Turkish Airlines Flight TA15.
And there were no survivors.
Random scenes flashed through Purkiss�s mind. His first meeting with Vale, in the restaurant after the sentencing of Donal Fallon, the man who�d killed Purkiss�s fiancee, Claire. Vale�s jitteriness in the car, last year, as he�d dropped Purkiss off at Heathrow Airport knowing Purkiss was likely to be ambushed in Saudi Arabia where he was heading. Vale�s dark, furrowed face, etched with concern, as he�d met Purkiss at the airfield in Finland eight months ago, when Purkiss had been carried by stretcher off the chartered flight from Siberia, delirious and riven with frostbite from the terrible trek he�d endured across the tundra.
And Purkiss thought of the briefcase under his arm, full of worthless paper, of garbage intelligence.
An idea, fanciful but plausible, was gestating in his mind.
He needed to find David Billson again. Find him, and ask what the hell was going on.

Four

�Excellent. You�ve done really well.�
Rebecca winced at the words, even though she�d tried hard to keep any hint of a patronising tone out of her voice. Sometimes the words themselves were at fault, however you delivered them.
The old man blinked at her. The tip of his tongue snaked out to collect the last smear of pureed vegetables from his lips. Behind the watery film covering his eyes, she could read nothing. No recognition, no emotion.
But she told herself he appreciated her praise. It was one of the ways she got through the working day.
Rebecca collected up the dinner things � the half-empty plate, the plastic beaker of milk with its nipple-like spout � and put them on the tray. She wiped the old man�s mouth gently, again trying not to belittle him, not to give the impression that she was wiping a baby�s bottom. She removed the corner of the napkin from the collar of his cardigan where it was tucked, and deposited it too on the tray.
�Be back in a moment with a cuppa. Okay?�
Damn. The perky cheeriness was there in her voice, as if she was humouring him. A lot of the nurses and nursing assistants did it. Even the doctors who visited the home assumed the same light-hearted approach. They meant well, as Rebecca did. But, in truth, it was difficult to know how to talk to somebody with dementia. Somebody who might not understand a word you were saying to them. But who might, deep down, respond adversely to your carefree tone, and be unable to say so.
She gave the old man�s hand a squeeze, maintaining eye contact, her expression friendly but genuine. And, for an instant, she felt a connection. Nothing tangible, nothing she could put into words. But there was a moment of contact there, between two human beings, rather than between a ninety-four-year-old man afflicted with advanced Alzheimer�s disease and his thirty-two-year-old carer.
Rebecca straightened. Through the window, the afternoon sun bathed the South Downs in mellow light. The view was spectacular, and very English, the Sussex countryside rolling away towards the distant sea in a patchwork of fields dappled with sheep and clusters of burnt-orange oak leaves which still decked the trees.
As nursing homes went, Rebecca doubted there were many better than this, or even as good.
In the corridor outside the old man�s room, Rebecca felt her phone vibrate in her pocket.
She put the brake on the dining trolley with her foot and fished out the phone.
Read the text message.
Lifted her head and stared down the corridor.
At the far end, Jasmine, one of her fellow nursing assistants, was helping another resident, a woman in her eighties stunted by arthritis, to pick her painful way towards her room. Jasmine looked up, smiled at Rebecca.
Rebecca remembered at the last instant to smile back.
She looked down at the phone in her hand again, half-convinced that the screen would be blank, or that the message would be some junk one asking her if she had been missold PPI in the last five years.
But the text was still there, terse and stark as a paper cut.
Four words, and a number.
Almost without thinking, Rebecca deleted the message.
She grasped the trolley once more and wheeled it towards the kitchen, where she deposited it just inside the doors. Then she made her way to the corridor which housed the offices.
* * *
�A week.�
Rebecca�s boss was called Sheila Docherty. Her hair spilled untidily from beneath her matron�s cap. Her eyes were tired, her stout body reluctant to unwedge itself from behind her desk.
�Yes. Probably no longer than that.�
Docherty�s gaze roved over Rebecca�s face, dropped to her hands. Rebecca held them clasped before her, as if to stop them from writhing.
�Rebecca, you look awful,� Docherty said. Despite her aloof, almost grim demeanour with her staff, Rebecca knew she was a sympathetic person at heart, and a shrewd one at that.
�Not feeling great, Sheila, to be honest.�
Docherty dropped her pen on the desk and tilted her head. �What�s happened?�
�My brother,� said Rebecca. �He�s been in a car accident. Down in Devon. It�s� well, he�s had a head injury. He might not come round.�
It was the first lie.
Docherty�s expression softened immediately. �Oh, Rebecca. I�m so sorry � �
�We�re not close,� said Rebecca quickly. �But I�m his nearest relative. He�s single. Divorced. I have to go down there.�
�Of course.� Docherty spread her hands. �Forget what you said about a week. Take as long as you need.�
�I know you�re short-staffed,� Rebecca muttered. �I�ll try to get back � �
�Forget it,� Docherty said again. �Don�t even worry about it.�
�Thanks, Sheila.� Rebecca sucked her lips in between her teeth, as if to suppress a sob. �I�ll let you know what�s happening as soon as I know.�
The older woman stood up. �Do you need anything? Is there anyone who can go with you?�
�No.� Rebecca shook her head. The last thing she needed was company. �If I set off this evening, I can be there in a couple of hours. I�ll stay at his place. My brother�s. I�ll be fine.�
She�d never taken emergency leave before. She was a diligent, reliable worker, well liked by the residents of the nursing home and the staff alike. Docherty would probably have allowed her to take time off anyway, but Rebecca had invented the lie to speed things along.
Lying was what she was steeped in.
Docherty waved her hands, as if she�d allowed the gruffness to slip for long enough. �Go. Now. I�ll cover the rest of your shift.�
* * *
Rebecca reached the North Terminal of Gatwick Airport in fifty minutes. She left her VW Polo in the long-stay car park and made her way through the throng inside the concourse.
The first three words of the text message had said: Gatwick, Nth Terminal.
The next: Locker C26.
She could have no more avoided complying with the instruction inherent in the message than Pavlov�s dogs could have prevented themselves from salivating at the sound of his bell.
In the pocket of her jeans � which she�d changed into quickly in the car, tossing her nursing assistant�s uniform into the back seat � she felt the small hard shape of the key.
She�d kept the key with her, never more than a few feet away even when she was in bed or in the bath, for the last six years. Ever since her mother had given it to her, a couple of days before her death. A thin, superficial layer of Rebecca�s mind had told her she�d never have occasion to use it.
But, deeper, she�d known this day was as inevitable as sunrise.
She found the locker, an anonymous square block among a grid of identical ones, and inserted the key. Almost surprisingly, the door opened immediately.
Inside was a small canvas case. Rebecca drew it out, feeling something shifting within. She closed the locker and turned the key again. Then she walked towards the public toilets at the end of the passage and found an empty cubicle and bolted the door shut, before sitting on the lowered lid and unzipping the case.
Inside, she found a tiny flash drive, a mauve-coloured UK passport, a wad of euro bills � she estimated the total came to at least a couple of thousands� worth � and a handwritten note, with a photo attached.
The passport was in her own name, Rebecca Deacon. All the other details were accurate, too: her date of birth, her home address. It was an eerie clone of her own passport.
The note read: You�re booked on one of the next three British Airways flights to Rome. Find out which one at the BA check-in desk. When you get there, find the man in the photograph. His name is John Purkiss, and this is the address where he�s staying.
A hotel listing followed, with a room number.
She read the rest of the note.
One phrase caught in her mind.
Do the necessary.
Rebecca studied the face in the photograph, absorbing the essentials, noting the benign expression, the dark hair, the direct look straight at the camera.
She tore both note and photo into tiny pieces, and flushed them down the toilet, several times, until every fragment was gone. She pocketed the flash drive.
Then made her way towards the check-in desks, her heart seeming to pump newly found blood through her vasculature, her entire body tingling as though she�d sloughed off her old dead skin and had been reborn.

Five

Purkiss suspected David Billson would go straight back to his apartment, rather than to a hospital. After all, Purkiss hadn�t hit him all that hard, and the last thing Billson would want was staff asking difficult questions, and possibly involving the police.
So it was to Billson�s apartment that Purkiss himself headed.
He knew the man had a girlfriend, a local Italian woman who didn�t live with him but had stayed over at least one night since Purkiss had arrived in Rome and had been keeping Billson under surveillance. She might be there tonight, which would complicate matters, but not insurmountably.
It was after one a.m. by the time Purkiss reached the apartment block. The desultory rain had stopped, the clouds tugged away by a light breeze, and the yellow autumn moon hung three-quarters full overhead.
Billson�s third-floor apartment was in apparent darkness.
Purkiss had already established the layout of the building from his examination of it over the last two nights, and he knew the fire escape at the rear ran close to the balcony at the back of Billson�s apartment. He walked round the block a couple of times, satisfying himself that no lights were on in any of the windows. Then he stole up the fire escape, his running shoes making only the faintest sound on the iron rungs.
His hands were empty. He�d stashed the damaged briefcase with its probably worthless contents beside a dustbin in an alley at the back of the apartment building.
When he was close to the balcony, he lifted one foot up onto the banister of the stairs. The distance between the fire escape and the railing of the balcony above was approximately ten feet.
Pistoning his leg out, Purkiss launched himself across the gap, the moment freezing as he hung, terrifyingly, over the sheer drop.
Then his hands slapped against the railing and he caught hold and hauled his body up and over the low wall onto the platform of the balcony.
It was directly outside the main bedroom, he assumed, as balconies tended to be. If Billson was in there, and awake, he�d likely have heard the soft thump of a man landing outside.
Purkiss flattened himself on the floor of the balcony beside a tall pot plant and waited.
He closed his eyes, held his breath to shut off his sense of smell temporarily. Focused on the data reaching his auditory cortex, channelling all his attention into the sensations passing through his ear where it was pressed against the cold stone.
He heard nothing through the floor. No footfall. No creak of furniture shifting under someone�s weight.
Purkiss opened his eyes. The sliding glass doors between the balcony and the room beyond were hung with heavy drapes on the other side. There was no light through the slight gap at the top of the drapes.
He rose to his knees, then his feet, keeping himself to one side of the doors. Cautiously he crept forward and peered through the gap. He had a dim impression of a shadowed room beyond.
Purkiss looked at the glass doors. There was a single mortise lock, the key presumably on the other side.
He could pick the lock, but it would require pushing the key out first, and that would make a sound. The lock would yield in perhaps twenty seconds, if he was lucky. Twenty seconds would allow plenty of time for anybody in the room beyond to prepare himself.
Purkiss glanced at the plants on the balcony. They stood four feet high, and sat in matching ceramic pots.
Sometimes, finesse was the best approach. At other times, sudden force was necessary.
Purkiss grasped the stem of the nearest plant, felt the solidity of its roots deep in the soil and the heft of the pot, and swung it through a hundred and eighty degrees.
The ceramic cracked against the glass of the door, the noise exploding into the night. Purkiss swung the pot again, the glass splintering this time. The door was double glazed, and Purkiss�s third blow sent a nebula of cracks across the inner pane.
He pistoned his foot against the glass and kicked great shards away and ducked his head so that it was protected by his arms and his shoulders and the padded material of his duffel jacket and charged at the ruined pane. He registered that there was indeed a bedroom beyond as he burst through the glass and hit the floor with his shoulder, rolling, balling himself up as tightly as he could to reduce the surface area available to anyone who might be waiting there, gun in hand.
Purkiss was on his feet again even before he consciously registered what his senses had already told him: that there was a man in the room, on the bed to the right of the balcony doors.
David Billson sat up, the bedsheets covering him to his waist. His eyes were wide in shock, but his face was puffy with sleep.
Purkiss seized the quilt covering Billson and tore it away. No gun in the man�s hands, and he was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Billson shrank away, pulling his legs up so that he was kneeling. But Purkiss realised immediately the man wasn�t prepared for an attack, and wasn�t in need of subduing immediately.
�Who the hell are �� Billson began. Purkiss held up a warning finger.
�Who else is here? In the apartment?�
�What? Nobody.� Outrage was beginning to wrestle with alarm on Billson�s face.
�The woman. Where is she? I know about her, Billson. Don�t bluff me.� Purkiss turned slightly so that he could keep the bedroom door, which stood slightly ajar, in the periphery of his vision.
Billson said flatly: �She�s not here. There�s no-one else in the apartment.�
Purkiss thought the man was telling the truth.
When Billson started to edge towards the end of the bed, Purkiss said: �Stay where you are.� He didn�t want Billson getting dressed. Sitting there in his undergarments put him at a psychological disadvantage.
Purkiss folded his arms. �Do you know who I am?�
Billson returned his gaze, his confidence starting to come back. �You�re the man who attacked me by the river. Stole my briefcase.�
�Except it wasn�t your briefcase. You were handed it by an asset of the Chinese government.�
Billson�s expression gave away nothing. That was odd, Purkiss decided. Most people, confronted with an accusation like that, would betray something in their eyes. Most likely fear.
Billson said, quietly: �Why are you here?�
A man who�d had a briefcase stolen from him just hours earlier, a briefcase containing what he believed to be either cash or clandestine material from an enemy government, wouldn�t be lying in bed at home, either. He�d be driven mad with terror, or anger, or both, and would most likely have fled rather than linger in his own apartment.
Purkiss said, only half to Billson: �It was a set up. All of it.�
�Yes,� said Billson.
* * *
Billson had thrown on a dressing gown and sat on the edge of the bed, the chilly night air coming in through the smashed balcony door. He fished a cigarette out of a packet on the bedside table, raised his eyebrows at Purkiss and, when Purkiss shook his head, lit up and took a deep drag.
�Who was the man in the gallery?� said Purkiss. �The one you took the briefcase from.�
�You know who he is, presumably,� said Billson. �Xing Ho Lee.�
�I mean, who is he? What�s his role?�
Billson exhaled a jet of smoke, blue in the dim light. �He�s an asset of ours. SIS.�
�Not working for Beijing.�
�No.�
Purkiss was surprised at how forthcoming Billson was, so quickly. But he thought he understood why. Billson would know he was outmatched, and that Purkiss would know if he was lying. Rather than hold out, and risk physical coercion, he was telling Purkiss what he�d eventually find out anyway.
�So what�s this all about?� said Purkiss.
Billson shrugged. �To be honest, I don�t know. My instructions were to meet Xing at the gallery, pick up the briefcase he left there, and then wait for somebody to accost me and take the case. I was to put up enough of a struggle to make it seem like I was resisting, but not enough that I overcame my attacker.� He glanced at Purkiss, and went on wryly: �In the event, that wasn�t an issue.�
�And you didn�t know what was in the briefcase.�
�Not a clue. Could have been bricks, for all I knew.�
Purkiss didn�t answer for a moment. Then: �Who gave you these instructions?�
For the first time, Billson hesitated, concentrating on his cigarette. The way he applied himself to it, as if performing a task which required intense focus, reminded Purkiss of Vale, who was � who had been � one of the most dedicated smokers Purkiss had ever known.
�My superior officer at SIS,� Billson said at last.
He was good, thought Purkiss. There was barely anything in the man�s body language to suggest that he wasn�t telling the truth. But the way he raised his cigarette to his lips immediately after speaking � that was the equivalent of the classic tell, touching one�s mouth after a lie as if trying to force it back in.
Purkiss said, softly: �We�ve got all night, Billson. And it�ll be a long one. Trust me on that.�
Billson glanced at Purkiss again, as if evaluating him. He ground the cigarette out in an ashtray and said: �My orders came from a man named Smith. I don�t know his first name, and I suspect Smith is an alias.�
�Describe him,� said Purkiss.
�Thirtyish, fair hair, stocky. Five foot eight or so. He ��
�Don�t you mean tall, thin, black and in his sixties?�
For the first time since Purkiss�s unexpected arrival through the balcony doors, Billson looked startled. And Purkiss knew he�d hit home.
Vale. Vale had ordered the set up.
Billson�s shoulders slumped a little in resignation. He reached for another cigarette. �You know him, then.�
The story came out quickly and succinctly. Smith � Billson genuinely didn�t seem to know his real name � had recruited Billson a couple of years earlier, using him for infrequent and minor work here in Rome while he continued in his normal role as an SIS operative. Smith had convinced Billson that he was responsible for policing SIS activities and trapping those agents who broke the rules, which as perfectly true. Billson didn�t know Xing Ho Lee, but he assumed Smith was running him in a similar way.
Smith had arranged a rendezvous with Billson a week earlier, here in Rome, and had given him his instructions. They were simple: receive the briefcase from Xing in the gallery, then wait to be accosted. Nothing more.
When Billson had finished, Purkiss said: �Are you to report to this Smith now?�
�He didn�t say,� said Billson. �I don�t ask questions. I just carry out the tasks he gives me, and then don�t hear from him for months until the next time.� Once again he gazed at Purkiss. �What happens now?�
There was a fatalism in the man�s eyes, something Purkiss had seen before in people who were about to encounter death and were beyond fear. Purkiss said: �You think I�m going to kill you.�
�Yes.�
�Because you assume I�m one of these rogue agents Smith is after.�
�It�s the only thing that makes sense.�
Purkiss wasn�t a sentimental man, especially where intelligence operatives were concerned. But he felt a certain admiration for Billson, for his composure, his lack of self-pity.
He looked at the shattered balcony doors. �This your apartment? Or did the Service provide it for you?�
Billson blinked, puzzled by the change in topic. �It�s my own.�
Purkiss reached into the pocket of his jacket � Billson tensed a fraction � and brought out his wallet. He counted out several fifty-euro notes and tossed them on the bed. �This should cover it.�
Billson stared down at the money, his forehead knitted in confusion.
Purkiss said, �The man you know as Smith is a friend of mine. Was, I should say. He�s dead.�
When Billson opened his mouth, Purkiss shook his head. �No questions. I�m leaving now.�
He let himself out downstairs. He hadn�t told Billson not to say a word to anybody about all this, because it wasn�t necessary.
* * *
On his way back to his new hotel, Purkiss tried to fit the pieces together.
Vale had arranged the bogus handover of intelligence between Xing and Billson, then sent Purkiss to witness it and procure the briefcase. Which meant one of two things.
Either Vale had wanted Purkiss to be in Rome, and for some reason needed a pretext to get him there.
Or, Rome itself had nothing to do with it, and Vale had simply needed Purkiss out of the way.

Six

Kyrill Grabasov thought there were probably four weeks left before Moscow became unbearable.
The worst of the weather, the seemingly unrelenting darkness, the paralysing cold, the constant sleet, wouldn�t hit until December or January, after which it would linger well into March. But the murk usually descended by the end of November.
One month. Already it was chilly, the sunlight grudging and slanted, the pavements slippery with thin rain by the afternoon. Grabasov wasn�t a native of Moscow, and he knew that only true Muscovites could tolerate the city all year round. But he�d learned to live with being there, because necessity demanded it.
He was a man of average build, stocky, running slightly to heaviness around his neck and his waist. Recently he�d had to start wearing spectacles for reading. He supposed he couldn�t really complain, at the age of sixty-seven. But the Moscow diet, the stodge and the pickled foods, were slurrying his arteries in a way he could physically feel. He knew he needed to watch himself, and his health.
A man in his occupation, in modern-day Russia, had greater things to worry about than death because of ill-health, even with the average Russian male life expectancy as low as it was.
He made his way up the escalator of the Metro station. As ever, he marvelled at the ornate d�cor lining the ticket hall, great Soviet symbols hewn in bas-relief in the walls. The Moscow Metro was one of the great showcases of the Stalin era, and even though the trains were stiflingly hot and didn�t always, or even often, run to schedule, the network was aesthetically one of the most impressive and striking he�d seen in any city in the world.
Once he was above ground and had forced his way through the throng in the ticket hall, he found a relatively secluded stretch of pavement and took out his cell phone.
The voice at the other end said, �Da.�
Grabasov said: �Oracle.�
The man�s tone shifted immediately to one of deference. �What are my orders?�
�He is likely to arrive at Frankfurt Airport within the next twenty-four hours. I need the departure lounge watched, and especially the ticket desks for Turkish Airlines.�
�Just one man?�
�Probably.� Grabasov turned away as a group of people hurried by him towards the Metro Station. He wasn�t being surveilled, he was certain of it, but in Moscow today, just as it had been in Soviet times, you could never be quite sure that the seemingly innocuous commuter bustling past wasn�t eavesdropping. �But be alert to the possibility that he may have company.�
�What status do you wish us to impose?�
Grabasov said, �Termination.�
The man at the other end, whose own code name was Artemis, said, �Understood.�
�Be discreet,� said Grabasov. �But not unnecessarily so. If it comes down to a choice between your actions being observed, and his escaping, go for the former.�
�Yes sir.�
Artemis waited for Grabasov to end the call, which he did.
He glanced down the street in both directions. Nobody was lingering in the vicinity. He could have waited until he returned to his office before calling Artemis, but Grabasov was a man who believed that the best time to set a plan in motion was immediately. It could always be modified once it was in progress, but sometimes it couldn�t be initiated if it was left too late.
He returned to the Metro station and descended once more. A man in Kyrill Grabasov�s position was entitled to a chauffeur, and indeed he had two of them, at his beck and call around the clock. But there were times when he preferred to do his thinking while lost in the hubbub of the city, among the rest of the populace. It was a habit he�d cultivated years earlier, in another life, and it died hard.
His office was five stops and a change of Metro lines away. Half an hour�s journey, which gave him plenty of time to reflect on what he�d learned. Even as his mind worked, his senses reached out to his fellow passengers, sitting with their legs pressed together or standing with hands gripping the leather straps hanging from the top of the carriage to protect them from the swaying and lurches of the train. Any one of them, young or old, male or female, well-dressed or scruffy, might be the agent who would bring him down. He could never lose sight of that possibility. Would never do so.
He�d felt the text message hum as it arrived in the phone in his pocket just as the train had passed above ground between one tunnel and the next. Taking care not to react too hastily, he�d pulled out the phone and looked at the screen.
The message read: Target not in London. Took 11.47 flight BA 3224 to Rome 25/10.
Grabasov, the Oracle � which seemed a bitterly ironic moniker now � had been duped.
The last message he�d intercepted from Vale�s phone had been to John Purkiss, two days earlier. It specified a time and location in London, and a name which Grabasov hadn�t recognised. The message, murmured in Vale�s trademark tobacco-roughened baritone, had been terse, and had instructed Purkiss � John, as Vale called him with familiarity � to identify the man with the given name, and capture and interrogate him. The identity of the man, and the reasons Purkiss was to question him, weren�t of interest to Grabasov. What mattered was that they provided a place and time where Purkiss would be found.
The date and time specified had been four p.m. On Tuesday 28th October. Yesterday. Grabasov had instructed his London contact, the man who�d intercepted Vale�s phone call, to wait for Purkiss at that location. The man had reported back at five-thirty p.m. There was no sign of Purkiss. No sign of anybody else. The location was a stretch of walkway beneath Waterloo Bridge on the north side of the Thames. Grabasov trusted his man, trusted that he hadn�t been observed. Purkiss simply hadn�t turned up. Nor, apparently, had the person he was supposed to be taking in for interrogation.
Vale had hoodwinked them. He�d made a faked phone call. Which meant Purkiss was somewhere else at that time. Grabasov had no way of knowing where.
And now his man, the one who�d waited for Purkiss, had given him a lead. Purkiss had travelled to Rome four days ago. Grabasov would need an updated report on how exactly his man had discovered this, but it could wait. His man had probably obtained the passenger lists for every flight out of London within the last week, as a starting point, and had gone through them painstakingly. Either he�d discovered Purkiss�s name on one of the lists, or he�d noticed one of Purkiss�s known aliases listed.
Either way, the lead was a tenuous one. If Purkiss had indeed flown to Rome last Friday, he could be anywhere by now. He might even have returned to London.
So pursuing him wasn�t a realistic option. But ambushing him might be.
* * *
Grabasov�s office was on the eleventh storey of an 18-floor tower block in the Presnensky district of Moscow. It was the city�s financial powerhouse, dominated by the mighty skyscrapers of the International Business Centre, which were among the tallest buildings in Europe.
He ascended the elevator after passing through the security checks with obsequious greetings from the various personnel stationed at each one. Grabasov despised the fawning, the combination of terror and hopeful wheedling in the eyes that darted quickly away from his, but he recognised these as essential aspects of the Russian power dynamic that was played out daily, here and in countless other locations throughout the city and the country as a whole. He responded in kind, displaying neither friendliness nor hostility.
He was the boss, and he expected deference. It was not to be rewarded with a smile.
The elevator was smooth and slick up until the eighth floor, when it caught and stalled. This had happened a few days ago, and before that last week. There was obviously some flaw in the mechanism, and despite himself Grabasov felt a profound irritation. How could a body of staff so desperate to make a favourable impression upon him allow such a simple problem to go uncorrected?
From experience, he knew the lift would wheeze back into life after thirty seconds or so. While he watched the digital floor display above the doors, Grabasov thought about John Purkiss.
Two years earlier, to the month, the Englishman Purkiss had saved the life of the Russian President in the Baltic coastal city of Tallinn. The name John Purkiss appeared in no news report, although the event had made international headlines for weeks afterward. But the Kremlin identified Purkiss quickly, and negotiated a deal with the British government. It would be an embarrassment to the Russian state if it were to become public knowledge that a Briton had prevented an assassination attempt on the Russian leader. Therefore, Whitehall was cordially requested to keep this detail secret. In return, Purkiss would enjoy a degree of protection from the Russian intelligence services. It was assumed that Purkiss worked for MI6, and although any activities he might conduct within the Russian sphere of influence could never be condoned by the Kremlin, he would not be harmed by any operative in the employ of Moscow.
All that had changed eight months ago, in February. John Purkiss had been discovered conducting a mission at Yarkovsky Station, a scientific research facility in north-east Siberia just south of the Arctic Circle. Grabasov didn�t know exactly what had happened at the station � the details were so tightly classified that even he wasn�t privy to them � but for one reason or another, Purkiss had lost his protected status, and was now considered a potential threat to the Russian state. Not one to be proactively hunted down, but certainly one to be neutralised should he ever again trespass on Moscow�s turf.
Grabasov had taken a close interest in Purkiss and his career since the episode in Estonia two years earlier. He�d traced him to New York City, to Singapore, to various locations in the Middle East including Karachi and Riyadh. And along the way, he�d pieced together enough evidence to confirm what he had suspected from the outset.
Purkiss was working for Vale. He was, rather than an official agent of MI6, a policeman. One who sought out and neutralised British intelligence operatives who betrayed their country, or committed crimes for their own personal benefit or that of an enemy power.
As such, Grabasov needed Purkiss to be liquidated. Not as a matter of first-rank priority � such a status was reserved for Vale, and one other person � but as a second-tier project.
Grabasov knew Vale must have suspected that he himself was being targeted, which was why he�d taken the precaution of planting a bogus message providing details about Purkiss�s whereabouts. But Vale hadn�t known he was going to be killed on board Turkish Airlines Flight TA15, otherwise he wouldn�t have boarded. Grabasov had no way of knowing if Vale had informed Purkiss of the threat they both were under. But whether he had or he hadn�t, Grabasov believed Purkiss�s priority now would be to find out exactly who had killed Vale. And his starting point, quite likely, would be Frankfurt Airport. Which was why Grabasov had ordered Artemis to place it under surveillance. Purkiss was likely to arrive at the airport as soon as possible, while the trail was hot, and almost certainly within the next forty-eight hours.
Artemis controlled his own small group of personnel who would assist him with the operation. They were people Artemis had recruited himself but whom Grabasov didn�t know. He trusted Artemis to use his judgment in choosing his men wisely, and he didn�t doubt they�d be skilled at what they did.
Nonetheless, this was John Purkiss they were targeting. Grabasov knew enough about the man and his history to understand that he was an extraordinary individual. As such, Artemis and his people would need to tread carefully, and to act swiftly and decisively.
There was, of course, the possibility that they�d fail. That Purkiss would get away from them, or turn the tables on them. Which was why Grabasov had insurance in place. A back-up plan.
The elevator doors parted almost noiselessly and he stepped out into a corridor so plushly carpeted he felt, as always, as though he was walking on moss. A secretary stood aside, that same look of awe and deference in her eyes as he�d seen in the security guards downstairs.
He went through the glass doors into his office and set about the day�s work.

Seven

Rebecca Deacon stepped off the Lufthansa flight into a fine but soaking drizzle. She�d never been to Rome before, but had expected balmy Southern European weather, even at this hour of the night.
The train journey from Fiumicino Airport into the centre of the city took thirty minutes. At some point she might need to hire a car, but the hotel address she�d been given was near the station and so she�d decided to take public transport rather than wrestle with the vagaries of traffic in an unfamiliar city. On the way, she ran through the contents of the note she�d memorised before destroying it.
Do the necessary, had been the concluding phrase. It was ambiguous, but not much.
At Gatwick Airport, while she�d been waiting to board the Lufthansa flight � it had been the 22.13 departure, which left her with over two frustrating hours to kill � Rebecca had bought a small laptop computer. She�d seated herself on a rack of chairs with her back to a wall and had inserted the flash drive which had been in the packet along with the passport and the note.
The drive contained a short video. She watched it, listening through ear buds to the audio content.
There hadn�t been any instruction in the note for her to inspect the contents of the flash drive, but there�d been no order not to, either, and Rebecca assumed she�d be expected to open it. She watched the video once, listening to the words. Then she ran it through a second time, with the sound muted, examining the almost static picture for visual clues. There weren�t any.
She�d bought a shoulder bag to carry the laptop in, and stowed it away. Otherwise she had no luggage, not even toiletries. She didn�t know how long she�d be in Rome, but she�d have to kit herself out once she was there if any delays arose.
The hotel was in an unpretentious building part of the way up a crowded shopping street which was now almost deserted. Rebecca didn�t think Purkiss would be waiting for her, but out of habit she carried out a basic counter-surveillance manoeuvre, encompassing two blocks in every direction. Then she went through the doors into the lobby of the hotel.
A brisk, efficient-looking pair of uniformed attendants sat behind the reception desk. Rebecca didn�t speak Italian, but their English was flawless.
Yes, Mr Purkiss was still registered as a guest at the hotel.
Rebecca explained that she had an urgent message for him regarding his sister. She thought he�d want to be informed, even though it was after two in the morning.
The young man behind the desk considered for a moment, then glanced at his colleague. She seemed to be his senior, in experience if not otherwise, and nodded.
He picked up the phone and dialled.
After thirty seconds, and a second attempt, the man replaced the receiver.
Mr Purkiss was not answering. He might not be in.
Rebecca didn�t ask if she might be allowed to go up and knock on his door. It would have aroused immediate suspicion. Instead, she thanked the two concierges for their help, and gave them a cell phone number she made up on the spot, as well as an invented name, asking them to call her as soon as John Purkiss appeared. She also asked for a piece of hotel paper and an envelope, and scribbled a nonsensical message which she sealed and handed to the woman, who placed it in a rack of trays on the wall.
The number below the particular tray was 331.
Rebecca exited the hotel through the front doors, and lingered across the street under an awning, aware that she was obtrusive, a single young woman out in the rain on an October night. But nobody accosted her. She watched the hotel entrance until, half an hour later, a pair of taxis pulled up in front and a group of five or six revellers spilled out, laughing raucously.
Quickly, she made her way back across the road and joined the partygoers as they stumbled up the steps to the doors. There were three men and three women, all in their thirties or early forties, all inebriated. One of the men grinned at her, his gaze unfocused, and said something in Italian. She smiled and shook her head.
She timed it right, holding back until the first of the group made it though the doors and lurched over to the reception desk to engage the staff there in cheery conversation. With the two concierges� attention focused politely on him, Rebecca detached herself from the group and strode across the lobby and round the corner into a corridor, where she saw a bank of lifts.
She took the fire stairs to the third floor, found a silent corridor beyond. Cautiously she crept along it until she reached room 331. Unlike most of the doors, it had no do not disturb sign hanging on the handle.
She placed her ear to the door and listened.
No sound from within.
The lock was operated with a key card. Rebecca had no way of opening it, short of going downstairs and asking for one, which was out of the question.
She knocked softly on the door, then stepped aside, out of range of the fisheye lens.
Her ears strained. There was no sound from within. No footfall on the floor.
Rebecca walked back down the corridor to where she�d seen the fire alarm, behind a panel of glass at eye level. She glanced about, before hefting the bag containing her laptop and ramming the corner against the glass.
The shriek of the alarm was immediate, a harsh repetitive whoop that echoed around and down the corridor. Quickly she sprinted towards the stairs and down a flight, emerging on the floor below just as the first sleep-befuddled faces were beginning to peer through the doors.
The throng began to grow in the corridor, the jabber of panic rising, and Rebecca merged with the milling crowd.
She manoeuvred her way back to the fire stairs and ascended them, a look of bewilderment on her face, as if she�d forgotten the need to go down rather than up. Reaching the third floor again, she looked down the corridor towards the door of room 331.
It remained shut, though all the rest of the doors on either side of it were open and people were pouring out.
Rebecca waited as long as she dared, until the last of the guests were piling past her, yelling at her and tugging at her sleeves, trying to get her to snap out of her reverie and accompany them to the lobby.
Still the door remained closed.
Rebecca followed the others, making her way through the lobby where the night staff were trying to corral the crowd, to maintain a semblance of order. She pushed her way to the entrance doors and through into the night.
On the rain-slick pavement she ran along the front of the hotel and round the corner, to the side where room 331 looked out. She paused, located the third floor, scanned the windows.
She couldn�t be sure which ones belonged to room 331, but they all remained shut, and intact.
A fire engine�s bleat sounded in the distance.
Rebecca returned to the front of the hotel and watched the doors from across the road once more. Among the people flooding out, she couldn�t see anyone resembling John Purkiss.
By the time the fire engines had arrived, she was convinced. Purkiss wasn�t in the room. Had probably been gone for some time.
Which left her stuck.
She took out her phone and thumbed in a text message.
Target absent from hotel.
She hit the send key, and began walking away.
* * *
The response came within five minutes, as Rebecca was nearing the station once again.
It consisted of a text message with a new name and address. He may have a lead, read the message.
Rebecca looked up the address on the map application of her phone. It was a long distance to walk from where she was, and she sensed that time was not to be wasted.
She raised an arm to hail a taxi.
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The trouble with looking for surveillance in an airport concourse was the sheer number of people populating the area, the myriad opportunities for concealment.
Frankfurt Airport�s Terminal 1 was still open, but was operating a reduced service following the events of the previous day. It meant that the crowds were smaller than they might usually have been, both because many of the flights had been cancelled, and because a lot of passengers had baulked at the thought of taking off from or arriving at a place which had so recently been the departure point for the ill-fated Turkish Airlines flight, and had scrapped or revised their own travel plans.
The concourse crawled with police and military. People were being stopped and questioned, their bags sifted through. People of all ages and racial backgrounds, not just young men of Middle Eastern appearance. The German chancellor had appeared repeatedly on the news broadcasts Purkiss had caught, her face tight with defiance: Life goes on. We will not permit ourselves to be cowed by terrorist murderers. And she�d exhorted the people of Germany to cooperate with the security forces, to accept that in the short term at least, there would be inconveniences to be endured.
It all posed a problem for Purkiss. The police would be on the lookout for any signs of stealthiness in anybody within the airport terminal. A man without luggage would attract suspicion.
And the visible security presence was one thing. There�d be scores, perhaps hundreds, of plainclothes personnel strewn throughout the terminal as well. Purkiss had identified four of them, three men and a woman, within just five minutes of entering the terminal through the arrival gate.
He�d bought a fresh set of clothes at Fiumicino Airport, choosing chinos and smart trainers and an overcoat and ditching the duffel jacket in one of the bins. The United Airlines flight had been only half full, and he�d had no trouble securing a seat at short notice.
At eight fifty on Wednesday morning, less than two hours after he�d boarded in Rome, Purkiss reached Frankfurt. He did an initial sweep of the terminal with several purposeful strides from one end to the other, giving the impression he was a man on his way to an appointment of some kind. That was when he�d spotted the four undercover security personnel, though they didn�t seem to have taken an interest in him. Afterwards, he settled himself at the counter of a coffee shop, from which he could survey a fair stretch of the concourse, and ordered breakfast.
While he ate, and watched, he caught up with the news through four papers he�d bought from a kiosk, two of them German and two British. There was little difference between them in the known facts they relayed. Flight TA15 was thought to have been brought down by a relatively low-yield explosion within the cabin, which had torn open the fuselage and done enough damage to cause the pilot and co-pilot to lose control. Of the 148 passengers, seventeen had been nationals of Muslim countries. Suspicion was already being cast on one man in particular, Umair Jat, a citizen of Pakistan who had previously been investigated by the authorities in Islamabad for possible links to radical jihadist groups, though nothing had been proven.
Much was made in the news reports of two other facts. One was the telephoned admission by a supposed spokesman for the Islamic Caliphate in Asia that the ICA was responsible for the killings. The German Security Service and the US State Department had separately issued confirmations that the admission was likely to be genuine. The other noteworthy detail was the arrest of a man at the departure gate of a Swissair flight, a few minutes before TA15 took off. The man was a Jordanian, Adnan Hanahneh, who�d been observed to be acting suspiciously as he approached the gate.
Two hours after being taken into custody, the Jordanian had died. The details were sketchy, but officials said he had probably taken his own life by means of a cyanide capsule he�d managed to keep hidden from his captors.
Hanahneh was, the newspapers speculated, probably part of a double act with whomever had carried the bomb aboard the Turkish Airlines flight; the intention had been to destroy two passenger aircraft simultaneously.
Purkiss believed otherwise. There was no mention of any explosive material having been found in Hanahneh�s possession. He thought the Jordanian was probably a decoy, and his so-called suspicious behaviour a ruse intended to divert security attention away from the Turkish Airlines flight.
In any event, he didn�t believe the purpose of the attack had been to further worldwide jihad. It was too much of a coincidence that Quentin Vale had been on board that flight.
Purkiss thought the downing of TA15 had been an act of assassination.
Yet again, he ran his mind over the possibilities. Vale had wanted Purkiss out of the way, which was why he�d organised the fake liaison between Billson and the Chinese national, Xing, in Rome. It suggested Vale thought Purkiss needed to be kept out of harm�s way. Did that mean Vale suspected or knew that he, too, was in danger?
It opened up all sorts of further questions. Where had Vale been heading when he�d boarded the flight? TA15 had been going to Istanbul, so it was reasonable to assume that whatever business Vale was involved in, it was taking place in Turkey. Had he been fleeing someone, or something?
Purkiss raised his head and gazed across the terminal. It was filling, gradually, as the mid-morning passengers began to make their nervous appearance.
His jaw clenched in frustration. Vale�s insistence on keeping almost every detail about himself and his background secret from Purkiss for �security reasons�, as he put it, was now a liability. Purkiss knew nothing about him. Nothing about the enemies he had, the political complexities of his life.
It was easy to understand how a man like Vale could make enemies. He�d dedicated his professional life to hunting down the bad apples within the British intelligence establishment. And he had, so far as Purkiss knew, a one hundred per cent success rate. There�d be plenty of grudges festering away within the jails of Britain and elsewhere in Europe, and plenty of potential future targets who might decide to pre-empt Vale before he turned his attention to them.
Purkiss was aware that all this applied to him, too.
His options were limited. He�d come to Frankfurt Airport not with any clear goal in mind, but rather to visit the scene of the crime, to absorb its atmosphere and allow the intuitive part of his mind to bask in the environment, in case it threw up any clues.
Before he�d boarded the flight from Rome to Frankfurt that morning, Purkiss had called Hannah again in London. He�d asked for another favour: that she obtain for him the names of all the known MI6 personnel in Istanbul, whether based in the embassy or outside. It was a long shot, but it might provide some idea as to why Vale had been heading there. Purkiss had bought a mobile phone at the airport and he gave her the number.
She hadn�t called back yet, but Purkiss knew it was a task that would take some time.
He felt himself drawn towards the Turkish Airlines check-in desk, which was just visible to his left from where he sat at the counter of the coffee shop. There was barely anybody queuing at the desk. The airline was tainted, cursed, and would remain so for a long while. He knew there was nothing he could ask the staff at the desk that would be of the remotest use, but he felt the urge to walk in Vale�s steps, to trace his exact path, as if that might give him some insight into what had happened.
It was stupid, superstitious, and Purkiss berated himself inwardly.
The waiter appeared to ask if he wanted anything else. Purkiss asked for more coffee, and, deciding he needed to load up on carbohydrate and protein, requested bratwurst and sauteed potatoes.
While he waited, Purkiss scanned the newspaper reports again. If the destruction of the plane had been for the sole purpose of killing Vale, it would have taken considerable planning. That suggested Vale had booked the flight some time in advance. Perhaps Purkiss could find a way to determine exactly when and how the flight had been booked. It wouldn�t tell him much, but it would add incrementally to the supply of information he was building up.
He needed a skilled hacker. But the greatest IT expert he�d ever known, Abby Holt, had been killed two years earlier, in Tallinn, because Purkiss had let her down.
He compressed the thought, and the emotions which clung to it like an aura, and crammed them into a box within his head. He let the box drop, deep into the blackness of his mind, until it disappeared.
The waiter arrived once more and laid a steaming plate in front of Purkiss. He discovered he was ravenous, despite his tiredness. He pushed the pile of newspapers to one side and applied himself to the bratwurst.
The man seated at the counter a few feet to Purkiss�s right said, in German: �Would you mind if I had a look at the paper?�
Purkiss nodded. �Feel free.�
He reached to his left and handed the stack across to the man, who opened and folded the Allgemeine Zeitung and studied the front headlines.
Purkiss lifted his fork to his mouth and chewed, his eyes on the hubbub of the terminal, his thoughts on Vale, and the wild goose chase the man had sent him on in Rome.
Distraction. One of the essential tools in the espion�s kit. Vale had used it expertly.
Distraction�
Purkiss dropped his fork with a clatter.
He�d reached for the papers to his left�
The pain scored vertically down behind his breastbone, as if a clawed beast was trying to achieve purchase within his chest.
Before him, the terminal blurred, doubled.
His hands flailed, knocking his coffee cup over, the hot liquid burning his thighs. Down the counter, nearby, somebody shouted.
Purkiss dropped off the stool he was perched on, his feet hitting the floor one at a time and clumsily. The floor tilted and lurched upward towards him.
His throat felt as if it were puffing closed. Panic gripped his chest in a tight band.
The food he poisoned the food he poisoned
Through his swimming, telescoping vision, a woman recoiled. On the small round table before her stood a solitary bottle of water. Purkiss snatched at it, missed, stumbled into the table, tipping it. He grabbed the bottle through sheer luck and raised it and dumped the contents over his mouth, soaking his face and his head but getting some of it into his narrowing throat. He swallowed convulsively.
Dilute. And purge.
He coughed, violently, finding himself without warning on his hands and knees. Around him, gasps and yells were distorted as if by some electronic mechanism.
Purkiss rammed the fingers of his hand deep into his mouth, the tips probing for the pharynx. The gag reflex was triggered immediately and he felt the gorge rush up from deep within his belly and spew hotly over his hand and sleeve to rain across the floor.
It wasn�t cyanide. There was no bitter almond tang in his mouth.
He felt obscurely, pathetically grateful.
Purkiss crawled between the tables, seeing legs step aside for him as the hum of wonder and fear around him began to spread. His limbs functioned, after a fashion, arms and legs. He was making progress forwards. The absence of paralysis suggested there wasn�t a neurotoxin involved.
A stabbing, wrenching pain in his belly made him stop, hunch over, dry-heave with his face almost touching the floor.
Arsenic, perhaps. Or some seemingly innocuous plant toxin. Oleander?
He grabbed somebody�s arm, though it wasn�t an arm because it didn�t pull away, and its rigidity suggested it was a table leg. He hauled himself up so that he was on one knee.
Focus. Prioritise.
Purkiss turned, the movement sending a new ripple of nausea through his gut. His eyes somehow coordinated with one another and he stared at the counter he�d vacated.
The man who�d asked to borrow his newspapers was gone.
Hands, no longer fearful, were grasping at his arms and his shoulders now. In his ears, on both side, voices shouted: �Are you all right?� and �What�s wrong?�
Purkiss rose fully to his feet, finding his balance. He shook his head, murmured something about a fear of flying.
Somehow he managed to extricate himself from the knot of people around him. He made his way unsteadily towards the entrance of the coffee shop, wiping his mouth, tasting the bile.
There�d be more of them. He needed to establish just how many, because that would help him estimate his odds of survival.
Taking care not to walk too gingerly that he�d attract attention, but not so nonchalantly that he risked keeling over, Purkiss headed down the terminal in the direction of the check-in desks. These were the areas that would be under the scrutiny of the security detail, and as such he�d be relatively protected there.
His face was set, but his eyes roved, scanning the bobbing heads that passed on either side of him. His vision was rapidly returning to something approaching normal, but the excoriation in his gullet and his gut remained. If the mucosal lining of his gastrointestinal tract had been damaged, he might start vomiting blood at any moment. Perhaps haemorrhaging uncontrollably. There might be an anticoagulant in the toxin, a warfarin-like agent that would turn him into a leaking vessel of blood �
Focus.
Purkiss passed a woman, and for a moment glanced at her face. Their eyes met for the briefest of instants before she disappeared behind him.
He fought the impulse to turn and stare after her.
There�d been something there, in that split-second of contact. It was more than the neutral acknowledgement one human being might display of another. Neither had it been a spark of sexual interest.
The woman had recognised Purkiss.
Without breaking stride, he angled himself a little to the right so as to begin an imperceptible loop back in the direction he�d come. He concentrated on the brief impression he�d had of the woman, burning the details onto his memory. She�d been young, perhaps late twenties or early thirties. Dark blonde hair, possibly bobbed, beneath a hat. Casual clothes: a fleece, jeans. And a shoulder bag which looked as if it might hold a laptop computer.
He was almost certain he�d never seen her before.
So: she recognised his face, which meant she�d been primed to spot him. He had to consider her one of the opposition. That increased their numbers to two, at least, including the man in the coffee shop who�d poisoned his meal.
Purkiss reached the queues for the check-in desks. Despite the restricted numbers of flights, the major airlines seemed to be doing good business, with the lines of waiting passengers snaking back almost to the opposite side of the terminal. Purkiss chose a queue for a budget airline and joined the end. He fished out the new phone he�d bought and gazed at it, his thumb moving, just as everybody did these days while standing in line and waiting.
Using the periphery of his vision, and occasional lifts of his head to check the progress of the queue, he studied his environment.
The woman was nowhere to be seen. He assumed she�d passed close to him as part of a surveillance sequence of some kind, which involved the opposition keeping close to him at all times to reduce the risk he might escape. Sooner or later, they�d make a move. But would they dare to do so here, in full view of the watching security people?
The nausea roiled though his belly and chest once again, without warning, and Purkiss thought for a moment he was going to throw up again. He clenched his jaws, breathed deeply through his nose, fought the squirming in his gut back down.
He felt himself shoved from behind and half-turned, tensing, the adrenaline surging in his blood. But it was a couple with three children and a huge pile of suitcases. The man, his sweating face red with harassment, muttered an apology.
As Purkiss turned back to face the distant desk, his gaze sweeping the terminal, he sensed a tug at his right side. He glanced down, saw his overcoat swaying, felt a lightness there, barely noticeable.
Clapped his hand against his coat.
The wallet.
A man was moving quickly away from the queue, towards the row of shops and eateries at the back of the terminal. Purkiss automatically worked out the quickest route to him. He could reach the man in under ten seconds.
Distraction, his mind shouted at him. Don�t focus on the distraction.
He twisted to his left, brought his left arm down sharply, felt the edge of his palm connect with a wrist, heard a hiss of pain. Another man was close up against him, ostensibly squeezing past to move further up the queue. Purkiss glanced down between them, saw the man�s arm at waist level, his hand barely emerging from the sleeve of his coat, something glinting in his fist.
Purkiss seized the wrist, began to apply pressure, squeezing the bones together, adding a small degree of torque. All the while he remained standing, facing forwards. The man beside him maintained a similar posture, peering at the desks as if trying to read the flight information on the display on the wall behind them.
Purkiss felt the man rotate his wrist, trying to turn it into a position which would allow him to pull it free from Purkiss�s grip. He didn�t look down, but he hadn�t heard the blade clatter to the floor, so he knew the man still had it in his grasp. He assumed the intention had been a smooth sweep as the man passed him, a neat severing of the femoral artery in the thigh or perhaps, more messily, a stab into the abdomen.
The problem was, Purkiss couldn�t risk a counter-attack without drawing attention to himself. His best bet was to disarm the man and release him.
Still the man continued to resist the pressure of Purkiss�s grip, though his arm was beginning to shake. Purkiss glanced at the side of the man�s face, a natural enough thing to do when you were standing in a queue and somebody lingered beside you, perhaps with intentions to push his way in ahead. He saw a European profile, possibly British, the hairline receding. The man�s jaw was set, but apart from that he betrayed no sign of the pain he must be in.
Purkiss murmured, his tone conversational and just loud enough that the people in front and behind him wouldn�t hear, �Drop it or I�ll break your wrist.�
The man let out a muffled grunt. His eyes flicked sideways at Purkiss and back again.
The queue began to shuffle forward. Behind Purkiss, the family got moving with a great deal of noise and fuss. He felt the suitcase-laden trolley bump against the backs of his legs again, heard another apology.
Purkiss glanced back over his shoulder. The trolley was just behind his legs.
Keeping his grip on the man�s arm, he turned a little to his left, drawing the man with him. While the family were preoccupied, both parents scolding two of the children whose lips were quivering, Purkiss hooked the tip of his shoe under the front end of the trolley and swung it slightly so that it rolled between his legs and those of the man beside him. He pulled the man towards him, letting go of his wrist an instant later.
The man stumbled across the trolley, tipping the precariously balanced suitcases off with a crash. Purkiss stepped aside, watched the man right himself and help to load the suitcases on again. There was no sign of the blade; he must have concealed it deftly.
Purkiss backed away from the queue, keeping the man in his line of sight. The man apparently ignored him, fussing over the suitcases he�d knocked over. Purkiss surveyed the environment, looking for others who might be poised to take over and close in.
Three of them, then, so far. The man from the coffee shop, the woman, and this man.
If he could identify them all, it would give him an edge. Not much of one, but at least he�d know his enemy�s numbers. He needed to draw any others out, but it meant detaching himself from the public and putting himself in a position in which he could be cornered. And that could prove fatal.
The burning in Purkiss�s chest and abdomen had eased, but had been replaced by a cramping which in itself provoked nausea. He hoped diarrhoea wasn�t next in the line of symptoms. Around him, the crowd appeared to be moving in slow motion, as if underwater, and the noises filtering into his ears seemed echoing and distant.
Perhaps there had been some kind of neuromodulatory agent in the poison, after all.
Purkiss needed cold air, and quickly. He could always exit the terminal, inhale a few lungfuls, and then return. And by going outside, he might draw out further enemy elements.
He reached the glass fa�ade of the terminal and was approaching the sliding doors when the woman appeared at his side, walking in the same direction as him, and murmured in English: �Turn around immediately.�
Purkiss reacted more quickly than he�d believed himself capable of, pivoting on one foot and jabbing the stiffened fingers of his right hand upward at a point just below her breastbone. It was a potentially incapacitating blow which had the advantage of preventing the recipient from crying out, and was often useful in public places for subduing an opponent while attracting the minimum of attention.
But his aim was off, and she turned her body so that his fingertips jabbed into her upper arm. He grabbed the arm, felt unsteadiness drag at his legs, and took a second to regain his balance.
She caught him and pressed in close so that he leaned against her, as if they were two lovers parting or reuniting. He tensed his abdomen against the blade that would surely slip in, cold and hard.
In his ear, she whispered: �There are four of them waiting outside. You�re in no fit state to confront them. They�ll take you down easily. Stay inside the terminal.�
�Why �� he started to say, but found he couldn�t complete the thought. He let her turn him slowly, with an arm around his waist, and he saw the hubbub of the terminal swing back into shaky view.
�What happened to you?� she said, quietly but conversationally, as they walked slowly back towards the check-in area.
�Some kind of toxin,� he said. �I expelled most of it, I think.� He realised now what he had been meaning to ask: why are you protecting me?
As if she�d read his thoughts, she said: �I�m a friend. There are at least two of them inside the terminal. Probably more. And four outside. All male.�
Purkiss said, �Another exit. There must be.� He shook his head, the disjointed word order sounding stupid to him. �A service tunnel.�
�No. Too easy to get trapped in.� She said, �I have an idea.�
She told him. He nodded.
�What�s your name?� he said.
�Deacon.�
�I�m ��
�Purkiss,� she finished. �I know.�
They reached a pair of police officers armed with rifles, who stood stockily, their impassive gazes trained on the crowds.
�Excuse me,� the woman said, still in English. �My boyfriend. He�s not well.�
The police officers glanced at her, then at Purkiss. Purkiss realised for the first time that the sweat was pouring off him, matting his hair and his clothes to his skin.
The policemen�s eyes hardened.
Purkiss stared at them, his eyes wide.
The policemen turned towards him and the woman.
Purkiss broke free from the woman�s grasp and, with a yell, began running across the concourse, cannoning into people.
Even if he hadn�t intended to be caught, he probably wouldn�t have got far. He felt his feet kicked out from under him and landed hard on the tiled floor, his head slamming against the ground. The floor was cold against his cheek as he felt his arms yanked up behind him and the cuffs biting into his wrists.
The woman, Deacon if that was her real name, stood several yards away, her hand up over her mouth, her eyes stricken.
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They released Purkiss four hours later.
He�d expected to be detained longer, but he supposed they were overstretched, and needed to focus their manpower and energies on more worthy targets. The police captain had watched Purkiss as he passed on the way out of the interrogation room, his tongue a pinched strip of white between his teeth, the contempt in his gaze palpable.
A pair of junior officers escorted Purkiss into the waiting room of the station, where the woman, Deacon, sat nursing a styrofoam cup of coffee. She rose as he approached, put her arms round him in a gesture that combined relief and exasperation.
�Let�s go home,� Purkiss muttered.
He felt the officers� eyes on his back until he and Deacon were through the front doors. Outside, it was early afternoon, the skies clearer than they�d been on his arrival at the airport that morning but still filmed over with a thin cloud layer.
�I rented a car while you were in there,� she said.
She�d chosen a VW Passat, solid and unremarkable. Purkiss dropped into the passenger seat and sat with his head pressed back, his eyes open. He waited until she�d pulled out into the light traffic before he said: �Who are you?�
She ignored the question. �I presume you held up in there.�
Purkiss had been questioned by a total of four different people. Two were senior police detectives. The other two didn�t introduce themselves, but were almost certainly BfV, the German domestic intelligence service. He�d explained, in tones that were alternately sheepish and self-righteous, that he�d taken a pill that morning which he�d been given in a club in Rome the previous night. It had made him paranoid, caused him to hallucinate. When he�d seen the two armed policemen at the airport, he�d panicked, and had run.
They�d studied his passport. Did he have any other ID on him, they�d wanted to know? He said he must have lost his wallet. Which was perfectly true.
He and his girlfriend, Miss Michelle Havers � Deacon had told him that was the name on the passport she was using � were tourists from London. They�d arrived that morning from Rome on separate flights, because they�d met in Rome a few days earlier and had discovered they were both heading to Frankfurt, albeit at different times. He�d taken the pill just before the flight, and by the time he met Michelle at Frankfurt Airport he�d already started to feel its negative effects.
The police detectives lectured him on the dangers of illicit substances. Purkiss concurred, said he�d never do anything like it again. By the time the two security agents had questioned him and had left, the detectives� interest in him was clearly waning. At last, they sent him on his way.
�Yes,� Purkiss said to Deacon. �I held up.�
As a tactic, it had worked. His arrest had meant he and Deacon had been spirited out of the airport under armed guard. His opponents in the terminal would have been unable to intervene. He�d given them the slip, for now at least.
Purkiss said again: �Who are you?�
He studied her profile. She was probably a little older than he�d initially thought, maybe thirty-two or � three. Her features were strong, the lines of the nose and chin straight, the eyes dark. Not a conventionally pretty face, but an attractive one nonetheless.
�My name�s Rebecca Deacon,� she said. �I was given instructions yesterday to find you and protect you. I went to Rome, but you weren�t in the hotel. So I was pointed in the direction of a man named David Billson. He told me you�d been to visit him earlier that night, and that you were asking about Quentin Vale.�
The mention of the name jolted Purkiss, as if the seat beneath him was wired. �You know Vale?�
She shook her head, once. �I know of him. The person giving me my instructions is a former associate of his. I say former, because Vale was killed on board Flight TA15. As you already know.� She paused, as the traffic ahead slowed in the approach to a roundabout. �My instructor asked me to go to Frankfurt, because that was where TA15 took off from. He believed you�d head for the airport in search of clues.�
The four hours in the police room, during which he�d been supplied with coffee and water and a sandwich, had helped clear Purkiss�s head. The nausea, the abdominal cramps, were also much diminished. But this new overload of information took him a while to process.
�Hang on,� he said. �Go back a bit. What�s your background? Who do you work for?�
She glanced at him for the first time since they�d set out in the car. �I�m Service.�
�SIS?� But he knew that was what she meant. MI6 was the popular name. SIS was the official one. To operatives, it was simply the Service.
�Yes,� Deacon said. �I�m a cold asset. This is my first mission in three years.�
A cold asset was an agent who�d been trained for a specific task, usually one of a troubleshooting nature. MI6 cultivated a number of these, subjecting them to the standard training at the beginning, then deploying them in day jobs for most of their lives, with regular refresher courses in fieldwork and IT surveillance. Some of them would remain forever as sleepers, always on potential call but never actually summoned.
Purkiss had always been sceptical of the idea. The notion that British Intelligence could rely upon a reserve force, as the military did, seemed faintly ludicrous to him. You were either an operative or you weren�t. Espionage skills weren�t something you could turn on and off every now and again. They needed constant honing through experience, or they�d wither and die. Much like those of a doctor, or a lawyer, or any professional.
He said, �Who�s your handler? Your instructor, as you call him?�
�You�ll meet him soon enough.� Deacon swung down a slip road. An industrial estate loomed before them. �I need to show you something.�
She pulled into a car park outside a vast supermarket depot. Reaching into the back seat of the car, she pulled a laptop from her bag and opened it. From her pocket she produced a flash drive.
She turned the laptop to face Purkiss.
A video was cued up, and began playing a few seconds later.
* * *
Vale sat behind a desk in a room so anonymous it might have been a prison cell.
He gazed at the camera in silence for a full ten seconds, as if he wasn�t aware it was switched on. His elbows were on the desk, and between the fingers of his raised right hand a cigarette smouldered, its blue ribbon of smoke catching the dim artificial light above him.
�John,� he said. �You�ll hate me for this cliche, but if you�re watching this, I�m already dead.�
He glanced off-camera, picked up a newspaper with his left hand, held it forward. It was a folded-over copy of The Times, its front page on display. The date on the masthead wasn�t difficult to read: Wednesday, 22nd October.
One week ago.
Vale laid the paper on the desk and addressed the camera again. �Just to set the scene.�
He took a contemplative drag on his cigarette, all the while watching the camera through the smoke.
�I have reason to believe that an attempt will be made on my life. Imminently, possibly within the next few days. I�m going to try and meet you tomorrow, but I won�t tell you any of this.�
Purkiss had received a phone call from Vale on the morning of Thursday the 23rd of October. He�d met him on Waterloo Bridge in the middle of the early-morning commuter rush and they�d begun walking. Vale had briefed Purkiss about the Rome operation, about the need to garner evidence that Billson was selling information to Beijing. The next day, Purkiss had flown to Rome.
On the laptop screen, Vale said, �The woman who�s showing you this video is Rebecca Deacon. She�s a cold asset under my indirect authority, though she doesn�t know me personally. She�s first class. You can trust her implicitly. I�ve cultivated her specifically for such an eventuality as this.�
Vale hunched a little further over the table.
�The fact that you�re watching this, John, means that I�ve been killed, and your life is in extreme danger. Rebecca has been activated to protect you. Listen to her.� He lifted the cigarette to his lips again.
Was there the hint of a tremor in his hand? Purkiss had witnessed it before. Vale was in his early sixties, but remained remarkably spry. Under stress, however, the shakiness was noticeable. Purkiss had seen it during the Jokerman business last year.
�Rebecca�s handler is a man called Myles. Gareth Myles. He�s an associate of mine, and you can trust him, too.� Yet another pull on the cigarette.
Vale ground the stub out into a makeshift foil ashtray and drew another expertly from a pack in his breast pocket.
�John,� he said. �I can�t tell you exactly what this is all about, for reasons which you may or may not discover in the course of time. But you need to find a man called Saul Gideon. He�s the key to all this.� Vale paused. �Gideon may be dangerous. But he may be one of us. I simply don�t know, and that�s why you need to proceed with the utmost caution.�
One of us. Purkiss thought about it. Filed it away for later consideration, so that he could concentrate on what Vale was saying.
�It�s a matter of supreme urgency that you find Gideon,� Vale continued. �I myself am going to try to, but you�re watching this, which means I�ve failed. If you discover that Gideon is the one who has had me killed, you need to take him down.�
Purkiss resisted the urge to stop the video and rewind it. The cryptic remarks, the obliqueness, were threatening to overwhelm him. Rebecca Deacon sat in the driver�s seat, gazing impassively through the windscreen. She�d evidently watched the clip before.
The picture jerked a little, as if it had been edited. Vale resumed: �Gideon�s last known location was the islet of Iora in the Aegean. It�s part of the Cyclades group. He may no longer be there, but it�s a good starting point in the search for him.�
Purkiss thought Vale looked drawn. Ill, even, his face more lined than usual, and gaunter. Perhaps that explained the jump in the picture a moment earlier. He might have needed to take a break, rest his tobacco-coarsened voice.
More quietly, Vale said, �Whatever happens, John, know that it�s been an honour working with you over the years. I hope, and trust, that you�ll continue to live a worthy life. Go well, my friend.�
He reached forward, his hand looming into the foreground, and the clip ended abruptly.
Deacon turned her head to look at Purkiss.
�Again,� he said, and clicked the play icon.

Ten

She drove at moderate speed along the autobahn, heading west towards Bonn. After Purkiss had watched the clip a second time, he�d closed the laptop and said: �Get us out of here.�
�Where, in particular?� she�d said. Purkiss understood that the dynamic between them had shifted. Until now, she�d been in charge. But she seemed to have tacitly accepted that he was to take the lead now.
�What�s the nearest major airport?� he said, half to himself. �Excluding Frankfurt.�
�Cologne and Bonn. About ninety miles from here.�
Purkiss nodded.
They rode in silence to begin with, Purkiss running over Vale�s clip in his head. Deacon left it a few minutes before she said: �Do you need medical attention?�
�No. I�m fine.�
He couldn�t risk going to a hospital, and the delays it would entail. The cramps in his belly were intermittent now, and his head was clearer. He glanced across at her.
�Thanks, by the way. For earlier.�
She shrugged, unsmiling. �My job.�
Ninety miles to the airport gave Purkiss an hour to collect his thoughts, ask the questions he needed, formulate a strategy. It was difficult to know where to begin.
�What do you know about all this?� he said.
�No more than you do. Less, probably.�
�Vale said your handler is Gareth Myles.�
�That�s right,� she said.
�And he�s Service.�
�Yes. He�s mentioned Quentin Vale a few times in the past. Says he has an unusual relationship with the mainstream Service. That he�s an outsider of sorts. Which presumably makes you one, as well.�
�Never presume,� said Purkiss.
She raised her eyebrows. �Myles sent me a text message yesterday afternoon, instructing me to collect a passport and a flash drive with that video, and then find you in Rome. He gave no indication why you were in danger, or who exactly it is that�s trying to kill you, other than to suggest that it�s the same people who brought down Vale on the airliner.�
�You�re in contact with him?�
�He contacts me. I have no way of getting in touch with him in between. If I reply with a text message it doesn�t get delivered.�
�Seems like an odd way to work,� said Purkiss.
She shrugged again. �It�s for security reasons, I suppose. It protects Myles.�
But leaves you out in the cold, Purkiss thought.
He said: �What do I call you?�
�Rebecca�s fine.�
�I�m John.� He thought for a moment. �You�ve got funds on you?�
�Yes.�
�Because I�m without any for the time being.� The pickpocket at the airport wouldn�t have found anything of interest in the wallet. His purpose in stealing it hadn�t been the usual, financial one, and the only form of identification in the pockets � Purkiss�s driving licence � listed a fake home address. They already knew who he was, clearly.
�No problem.� She peeled onto an offshoot of the autobahn towards Bonn and Cologne. �Where are we going?�
Instead of answering, Purkiss began to summarise out loud. �Vale learns he�s in danger, and records that clip. He sends me to Rome to get me out the way. A few days later he boards the flight to Turkey. Possibly intending to find this Saul Gideon in the Aegean. The opposition destroy the plane and kill him.�
He paused. Looked across at Rebecca.
She said nothing.
Purkiss said, �Just to clear up any misunderstanding: I know your role is to protect me. But I�d prefer it if you weren�t just a bodyguard. I need your input on this. Your ideas.�
�Fair enough.� Something close to a smile played about her lips.
�So. What�s wrong with that picture I�ve just described?�
�The way they killed Vale,� she said immediately. �It�s too elaborate. Too excessive. Bringing down an entire flight, disguising it as an ideologically motivated terrorist attack, just to get one person.�
�Right,� said Purkiss. �Which suggests two possibilities. Either, it wasn�t just Vale they were after. There might have been other targets on the flight. Or, the opposition wanted to conceal the fact that they were targeting Vale.�
�Why?� she said.
�I don�t know. Perhaps they wanted to avoid warning off other, future targets.�
�Like yourself.�
�Maybe.�
He tried to recapture his train of thought. �So they�ve destroyed the plane, and taken out Vale. Next, they turn their attention to me. They either follow me to Frankfurt � unlikely, because why would they wait until I got there before making a move on me?�� or they assume, correctly, that I�ll head for the airport to try to find out what happened, and they wait for me there. Just as you did.�
Rebecca said, �Do you have any idea who the opposition are? Why they might want you and Vale dead?�
�No.� Purkiss thought back over the missions he�d conducted at Vale�s behest. There were so many potential grudges outstanding. So many possibilities.
�So what�s our next move?� said Rebecca.
�We have two options. Either, we try to draw them out. Take one of them into custody and interrogate him. But that�s too risky. I�d have to expose myself somehow, and next time they�d likely do the job properly.� Purkiss paused. �No. We have to do what Vale asked. Find this Saul Gideon.�
�If they knew enough about Vale to anticipate his travel plans, they might be expecting you to do just that,� said Rebecca.
�It�s a possibility,� Purkiss acknowledged. �But it�s the only other way.�
�We fly to Athens, then,� Rebecca said. �The Cyclades are adjacent.�
�Not yet.� Purkiss had been thinking about it ever since they�d set off in the car, and he�d made his decision. �First. We�re going back to London.�
She looked at him in surprise. �Why?�
�To collect some extra manpower.�

Eleven

By ten thirty in the morning on Wednesday, 29th October, the Ferryman had been in Ankara almost twelve hours, and the frustration was gnawing at him.
He was a patient man by nature � his work demanded it � but he was aware that with every hour that passed without the target�s location being identified, the likelihood increased of the target�s escaping. The Ferryman had holed up after his arrival in a soulless chain hotel near the airport, but his sleep had been light, and several times he�d opened his eyes and checked his cell phone to see if a message had arrived.
At eleven p.m. on Monday, confirmation had come through that the target was in Ankara. By that time, the plan to bring down flight TA15 was already in place. It could, the Ferryman supposed, have been cancelled at the last minute. Instead, Vale could have been permitted to arrive safely in Istanbul, and then tailed to the target�s address in Ankara, where it now seemed he had been heading. Two birds could have been killed with the proverbial single stone.
But there was much that might have gone wrong. Vale was a seasoned professional. He might have evaded surveillance, and they might have lost him forever. Besides, there was an elegance to the TA15 plan, which the Ferryman had devised and set up on his own. It would have rankled to see such an innovative idea scrapped at such a late stage.
Upon learning that the target was in Turkey�s second city, the Ferryman had immediately booked a flight to Ankara from Hamburg. He�d driven straight to Hamburg from Frankfurt, after his work at the airport there was done, and by the time he boarded the Ankara-bound flight the news media were ablaze with details of the atrocity.
Now, as he had done since last night, the Ferryman awaited the message that would furnish with him with the exact address of the new target.
He�d already procured the weapon, a South African Vektor CP1 automatic pistol chambered for 9 mm Parabellum rounds. It came with a suppressor. The gun was kept in a safe-deposit box at one of the large banks in Ankara�s financial district. Most of the major cities in Europe and Asia had such a weapon, or equivalent, in storage. It enabled the Ferryman and others like him to avoid the tiresome process of transporting firearms across national boundaries, and in particular through airports.
Vale�s death had had to be disguised, to make it appear that he was collateral damage in a terrorist attack, rather than the specific target of a hit. But such deceit was no longer necessary. Vale�s associate, Purkiss, knew the truth about the killing, according to the Oracle, and there was no point in trying to make the Ankara hit look like anything other than what it was.
The Ferryman had no interest in visiting tourist attractions, but he walked the streets of Ankara to keep himself occupied and limber while he waited for the message. It was a fine morning, clear though chilly. The centre of the city was overlooked by the steep hill with its great ruins, the remains of the old citadel. The Ferryman stuck to the centre because it would allow him to move quickly in whichever direction was necessary.
At ten forty-five the phone vibrated in the Ferryman�s pocket.
�Yes.�
The Oracle said, �I have an address for you.� He recited it. There was no triumph in his voice, but the Ferryman was sure the man felt it.
�Understood,� said the Ferryman.
�You should also know that Purkiss has been located,� said the Oracle. �Artemis has identified him at Frankfurt Airport. They�re taking action as we speak.�
The Ferryman was aware of a sense of a journey coming to an end. �That�s good.�
They ended the call. The Ferryman entered the address he�d been given into the navigation facility on his phone.
* * *
The address was within walking distance, in the Cebeci district. Most of the residences lining the narrow streets looked like either apartment blocks or houses converted into flats, perhaps for students. The Ferryman passed a large cemetery, and saw the street he wanted ahead to his right.
Ordinarily he�d prefer to stake out the location of one of his targets, obtain as careful a picture as possible of the potential exit points. Evaluate the likelihood of booby traps. But given the urgency of this particular hit, the Ferryman knew he had to move in fast.
The building was a converted house, with what appeared to be four flats judging by its two-storey structure. He did a first pass, walking briskly by the front door, a man in a business suit carrying a briefcase. From the corner of his eye he noted the panel in the wall beside the entrance: there were four buttons, confirming his estimate of the number of apartments.
The address the Oracle had given him was apartment 1B, which suggested the ground floor.
The Ferryman walked round the block, saw the fenced-off garden at the back of the house. He paused by a slight gap between two of the wooden panels in the fence and looked through. The garden was a little unkempt, and probably used communally. A gate in the back fence seemed to be latched from the inside when he tested it.
He had two options. Either climb over the fence, which would attract immediate suspicion if anyone was watching. Or, simply, ring the doorbell.
The Ferryman decided on the latter. If the target was expecting an attack � and it was possible Vale had warned him to be on his guard � then he�d be more likely to mount a counter-offensive if he saw the Ferryman climbing over his rear fence. He might not answer the door, but at least that would put the Ferryman on the alert.
At the front door once more, the Ferryman pressed the buzzer to flat 1B. He heard it sound from within the building. The window beside the door was double-glazed and drawn across with heavy drapes. They didn�t twitch aside.
The Ferryman had transferred the Viktor CP1 from his briefcase to his inner jacket pocket during his walk to the address. The jacket had a specially modified pocket, deep enough to accommodate the gun with the suppressor screwed on to the end. He kept his hands well away from his jacket, so as not to present too obvious a threat.
Approaching footsteps from within made him take a step back from the door. A moment later it cracked ajar. Bright, slightly nervous eyes peered through the gap. It was a woman, middle-aged, small and mousy.
�Good morning, madam,� said the Ferryman. His Turkish was fluent, though accented. �May I please speak to your husband? I have some pressing, and very happy, information to impart to him.�
The door opened a fraction further. The woman wore an apron dusted with flour, and looked hot and flustered. From beyond her wafted the aroma of baking.
�My husband isn�t home,� she said. �What�s this about?�
The Ferryman had tried this cold-calling approach before, and in his experience one had a very narrow window of opportunity before the door was closed in one�s face. He didn�t push his luck.
Stepping forward, he brought the gun out of his jacket as smoothly as a conjuror brandishing a rabbit from a hat. Before the woman could close the door, or even open her mouth, he barged through the doorway and pressed the barrel against her forehead and shoved her backwards and kicked the door shut behind him.
With his free hand he grabbed her by the back of the neck and pulled her close, so that his face was inches from hers.
�Your instinct is to scream,� he murmured softly. �I understand that. Don�t. If you keep quiet, you won�t come to any harm.�
He wondered if she�d have been able to scream even if she�d wanted to. Her chest had swelled with an intake of breath and she seemed to have forgotten how to release it.
�Where�s Saul Gideon?� said the Ferryman.
Her eyes seemed to fill half her face. Her hands came up on either side of her head and shook as if she had the ague.
�Are there children?� said the Ferryman, in the same placid tone.
He didn�t know if she shook her head deliberately or if it was part of the tremor that was now racking her entire body.
He moved the gun so that the barrel was pointing up under her chin. �Children,� he repeated.
�At at at at school,� she gasped.
The Ferryman was relieved. He scanned the cramped corridor behind her. Listened hard, over the sound of her whimpering, for suggestions of another human presence in the apartment.
He turned her round by the shoulder, firmly but not roughly, and said: �Walk forward and turn right through that door.�
They entered a combined living and dining room. It was clean but drab, the furnishings modest. On the sideboard he saw a row of framed photographs. Mostly children, two boys and a girl aged between seven and thirteen.
In several of the photographs, the woman stood beside a man. He was dark, Turkish-looking. Around her age, perhaps forty.
Too young.
The Ferryman scanned the rest of the room. A wedding photo had pride of place above the television set. A younger, slimmer version of the woman beamed in the arms of the same man.
�Where�s Saul Gideon?� he repeated in her ear.
The woman tried to turn her head to look at him but he pressed the gun against the back of her neck and she faced forward once more. �I� I don�t know who that is.�
Over the years, the Ferryman had honed his ability to detect when a person was telling the truth until he could be more than ninety per cent certain. It was harder with professionals, of course, who were trained in the art of lying, and in many instances born with a natural propensity for it. But this woman was no professional.
She couldn�t help him.
The Ferryman stepped back and pulled the trigger, the sound of the shot muffled by the suppressor so that it might have been produced by a heavy book falling flat onto a hard surface. The Parabellum bullet hit the woman in the nape of the neck, the projectile expanding disproportionately because of its hollow tip. The effect was to blow the woman�s head apart.
Despite his position several feet behind her, the Ferryman couldn�t avoid a fine sprinkling of gore reaching his suit trousers and his shoes. He ignored it for now. Instead, even as the woman�s body spun and hit the floor, he began to move swiftly through the apartment.
Within five minutes, he�d established that there was nobody else there. He searched all three bedrooms, the adults� and the children�s. In the dressing table�s drawer, he found a set of passports for the family. The pictures matched those in the frames in the living room.
The target, Saul Gideon, didn�t live here.
The Ferryman gave his suit trousers and his shoes a perfunctory clean in the kitchen, enough that the stains wouldn�t be noticeable except under close inspection. He didn�t bother to wipe the surfaces he�d touched to remove his fingerprints. His prints, and his DNA, were indeed stored on a number of databases. But the Turkish police wouldn�t immediately consider an international connection to the murder.
Out in the street, after a quick inspection to ensure nobody was there waiting for him, he began to walk back towards the city centre. As he strode, he took out his phone and dialled.
The phone was answered within ten seconds. �Oracle.�
�The address was wrong,� said the Ferryman neutrally. �A Turkish family. No trace of the target.�
The Oracle took this news in silence. Then he said: �Another ruse.�
�It would appear so, yes.�
Again, a pause.
The Oracle said, �There�s a further complication. Artemis failed to take down Purkiss.�
The Ferryman listened to the account of what had happened at Frankfurt Airport. He heard about the woman who had come to Purkiss�s assistance.
�The objective has changed,� said the Oracle. �I need you to find Purkiss, of course.�
He explained.
The Ferryman understood.

Twelve

The man was ten feet ahead of Purkiss, a hunched figure in a dirty overcoat at least a size too big. He walked with a gait that was difficult to characterise: half-lope, with the occasional stumble.
The street was dark, the sputtering lamps neglected and desultory and casting more shadow than light. Along either side, rows of terraced houses brooded, many of their windows boarded over. In the distance, the contrasting brightness of the high street beckoned.
Purkiss closed in. He was still wearing the running shoes he�d bought at the airport in Rome. The pavement was strewn with spilled litter, but he dodged it deftly, keeping his eyes on the man�s back.
Once, the man would have heard him. Sensed him, rather.
But this time, Purkiss reached him before he even began to turn.
�Tony,� said Purkiss.
The man swung jerkily round. Despite the change in him, his arms came up instinctively. Purkiss caught the glint of a blade in his fist and took a step back.
The outsized collar of the man�s coat made his head appear tortoise-like above it. Across his face the shadow revealed only one of his eyes. It gleamed as brightly as the blade. His mouth was hooked downward in a snarl.
�Tony. It�s me.�
Kendrick raised the knife so that the blade was vertical in front of his face. In his robe-like coat he resembled a demonic priest conducting a black mass, and about to offer a live sacrifice.
The effect was enhanced by the grin that spread asymmetrically across his face.
�Purkiss.�
With startling dexterity, he flipped the knife and caught it by the tip. It disappeared inside his coat. He stuck out his hand and Purkiss grasped it, feeling the roughness of the palm. It was scarred rather than callused.
�No man hugs,� rasped Kendrick. �Or I�ll break your neck.�
�Wouldn�t dream of it,� said Purkiss. �I just showered.�
For an instant, the smile fell from Kendrick�s face. Both of his eyes were visible now, the right one slightly obscured by a sagging upper lid.
Purkiss wondered if he�d said the wrong thing.
Then the grin was back. �Prick,� said Kendrick.
Purkiss jerked his head and they continued walking in the direction Kendrick had been headed, towards Stoke Newington High Street. The area had been gentrified over the last twenty years, or more accurately bohemianised, but it still had its surprisingly desolate patches, like the street they�d just come up.
�Nearly got yourself killed,� muttered Kendrick. �Trying to sneak up on me like that.�
�I didn�t try. I had the drop on you. Could have floored you before you even knew it.�
Purkiss wasn�t needling Kendrick for his own amusement. He wanted to get a feel for just how hair-trigger the man was these days.
Tony Kendrick was a former serviceman with the British Parachute Regiment, whom Purkiss had met in Iraq nearly a decade earlier. Since Purkiss had officially left MI6 and gone freelance, he�d recruited Kendrick on an occasional basis when he needed an extra pair of hands on a mission.
Fourteen months ago, Kendrick had been hit in the head by a ricocheting rifle bullet, fired by the killer known as the Jokerman. Although Purkiss had assumed initially the bullet was meant for him, it had turned out that Kendrick was the Jokerman�s target after all. Despite this, Purkiss continued to feel a twinge of guilt about what had happened.
The bullet had sheared away part of the frontal bone of Kendrick�s skull, and taken a little of the frontal lobe of the brain underneath. The frontal lobes were associated with a wide range of human abilities, including attention, abstract reasoning, motivation and impulse control. Not to mention motor functions.
Kendrick�s mobility had recovered relatively quickly afterwards, with the help of intensive physiotherapy and natural cussed determination on his part. The latter was an indication that his motivational faculties had remained largely undamaged, as well. But in the months after the injury, Purkiss had noticed on his frequent visits to Kendrick both in hospital and post-discharge, that the man had difficulty concentrating for any length of time. Also, his temperament had altered. Always a sardonic, irascible person, quick to react when slighted, he�d developed a placidity which was underlain with a disquieting tone of menace. And every so often, his rage would explode, in response to even a trivial remark, and he�d punch walls.
After he was deemed fit to leave hospital, Kendrick returned to his flat in Hackney in East London. He lived alone, though his former girlfriend continued to visit and bring along their son, Sean. The girlfriend, whom Purkiss had first met soon after the shooting, confided to him that she was afraid to leave the boy alone with him.
�It�s not that I think he�d hurt him,� she said. �He�s just� different towards him. Talks to him as though he�s another adult, rather than an eight-year-old kid. Cracks dirty jokes.�
Purkiss hadn�t hired Kendrick again since the shooting. The man was comfortably off financially � Purkiss had checked � and was in no fit state for the kind of work Purkiss might require of him.
They made their way along the high street, which was still crowded at eight in the evening despite the October cold. The caf� where Purkiss had sent Rebecca was in sight ahead.
Kendrick stopped. He turned to Purkiss.
�You taking the piss?�
�What?�
�You said on the phone, a job. You having a laugh with me?�
Purkiss said, �You�ve known me nearly ten years, Tony. Would you describe me as a master of comedy?�
Kendrick tipped his head. �Can�t argue with that.� He gazed off into the distance, as if the recollection of the past had unsettled him.
�I�ll explain once we�ve sat down,� said Purkiss.
* * *
Purkiss had chosen the caf� for its relative quiet. It was a greasy spoon, not the typical coffee shop found in the area with a clientele of raucous young trend slaves. And it had booths, American-style, rather than tables, which allowed a degree of privacy.
Purkiss watched Rebecca appraise Kendrick as they made their way over to her. Her expression gave nothing away.
�Rebecca Deacon. Tony Kendrick,� said Purkiss.
Kendrick stood by the booth and stared at her. He didn�t leer, didn�t let his eyes crawl over her. It was the unselfconscious gape of a child who�d seen something new and intriguing.
At last, he sat down next to Purkiss and across from Rebecca, still staring.
Purkiss said: �Okay.�
He and Rebecca had discussed this beforehand. He would tell Kendrick everything, holding nothing back. She hadn�t argued. Even now, having met the man, she didn�t cast warning glances at Purkiss, or ask to have a word with him in private. Purkiss appreciated that. She was professional enough to respect his judgment.
But he had his own doubts, still, about involving Kendrick.
He�d phoned him as soon as the plane from Cologne and Bonn Airport had touched down at Heathrow, using a public phone in the arrivals terminal. Kendrick was home, as he usually seemed to be. Purkiss told him to ring back from a public box outside. The chances that Kendrick was under surveillance were small, but not negligible. Even if the people who had killed Vale weren�t targeting Kendrick, they might know he was an associate of Purkiss�s.
Purkiss and Kendrick had arranged the rendezvous here in Stoke Newington. And Purkiss had mentioned that he needed Kendrick�s help.
All through Purkiss�s account, Kendrick continued to watch Rebecca. When she shifted in her seat, his eyes followed her. She didn�t look rattled, but merely glanced at Kendrick from time to time, her eyes mainly on Purkiss as he spoke.
Purkiss had reached the point at which Vale�s video message began when Kendrick blurted: �I know you.�
Purkiss stopped. �Say again?�
The grin was back, for the first time since Kendrick had sat down. �You.� He tipped his head at Rebecca. �We�ve met.�
�I don�t think so,� she said pleasantly.
�Yeah.� Kendrick wagged his finger at her. He turned to Purkiss. �We have.� He screwed up his face almost comically. �Where the bloody hell was it, now?� To Rebecca: �You used to go out with that bloke. That squaddie. What was his name��
�We�ve never met, Mr Kendrick,� she said again.
Purkiss said, �Tony. Think you�ve made a mistake.� He paused. �Have you been taking in what I�ve said?�
Kendrick waved an impatient hand. �Yeah, yeah. Your mate got killed on the plane. The black geezer. They tried to kill you.� He slapped a palm over his forehead, where the skin graft had taken hold over the artificially reconstructed area of skull beneath. Purkiss had noticed that was a habit of his. �Christ, it�s going to annoy me now. Give me a clue, love. Where have I seen you?�
Purkiss said, �Stay focused, Tony. This next part�s important.�
This time, Kendrick seemed to be paying attention, even glancing at Purkiss as he spoke. Before Purkiss had finished, Kendrick interrupted. �So we�re going to Greece.�
�Yes. I want you to come along. I need backup.�
Kendrick slapped the table with both palms. �Done. Could use some sunshine. Get out of this shithole for a while.� He stood up abruptly. �You need guns?�
Purkiss winced inwardly. He indicated with his head. �Sit down. And keep your voice down. We need to make some plans.�
�What about the guns?� said Kendrick in a stage whisper.
�No guns. We�re flying, remember.�
Kendrick said, �Pansy.�

Thirteen

They returned to Kendrick�s Hackney flat so that he could collect a few things. His passport was, thankfully, still current. Purkiss kept a selection of fake passports for his own use, two of which he�d already taken from the locker at Heathrow where he stored them for emergency use.
Rebecca had booked a direct flight for them to Athens shortly after they�d landed. She included Kendrick�s name in the booking, on Purkiss�s assumption that the man would agree to join them. Rebecca drove them back to the airport in a rental car. She�d climbed behind the wheel without discussion, as if part of her role as Purkiss�s protector included chauffeur duty.
Purkiss glanced at Kendrick in the mirror from time to time. Mostly, he stared out the window, his lips moving quickly and rhythmically as if he was singing silently to himself.
Once, he lunged forward without warning, grabbed the back of Rebecca�s seat. �Colchester,� he said excitedly. �Nineteen ninety-six, ninety-seven. Something like that. You were garrisoned there.�
�I�ve never been in the military,� said Rebecca. �And I would have been fourteen or fifteen years old at the time.�
Kendrick sagged back, his face twisting in disappointment and annoyance.
Purkiss gazed out at the M25 motorway as they headed westwards to the airport. He felt on edge, in a way that was unusual for him. He�d taken on missions with ill-defined objectives before. If he was honest with himself, he relished the challenge of solving a puzzle, of finding the kernel of focus in the haze of data and contradictions he was first presented with.
This time, it was different. He�d received his instructions from Vale, as was normally the case, but this time they�d been issued from beyond the grave. And they weren�t instructions, as such, so much as vague warnings and suggestions. He had no idea who the opposition were this time round: how many they numbered, whether they were a private outfit or had the backing of one or more governments.
And he had begun to realise that he didn�t really know who Rebecca Deacon was.
She�d appeared in a timely manner; there was no doubt about that. If she hadn�t intervened when she had, Purkiss would most likely be dead by now. Her background story seemed plausible, and the fact that she�d shown him the video-clip message from Vale bolstered her credibility, not least because Vale had vouched for her explicitly during his monologue.
And yet. And yet� Purkiss supposed it made sense that Vale had other people he turned to, other assets like Purkiss. But it seemed odd that Deacon had never been brought in to help Purkiss before. During the Jokerman job, for instance, or the Caliban business in New York the previous spring.
Plus, there was Rebecca�s caginess about her handler. Gareth Myles, she and Vale had called him. Why, if the situation was now as fraught as it seemed to be, was this Myles remaining so aloof? Uncontactable by even Rebecca herself, who had to rely on his contacting her before she could communicate with him? Surely it made sense for him to be as available as possible, in order to provide whatever logistical support she and Purkiss needed?
And then there was Kendrick, and his reaction to Rebecca. His conviction that he�d met her before. Despite his oddness, the lingering damage his injury had done to his brain, his memory had always seemed to Purkiss to have remained intact. It was something he�d discussed with the neuropsychiatrist who�d assessed Kendrick in the hospital, during the long weeks of rehabilitation. The doctor had told Purkiss that lesions which were confined to the frontal cortex typically left the long-term memory unimpaired. His tests of Kendrick had confirmed this to be the case.
Kendrick seemed so sure Rebecca was familiar to him.
Purkiss eyed Rebecca�s profile beside him, her face alternately lit and obscured as the streetlights lining the motorway strobed by.
Trust.
It was something he had a problem with. He�d learned the art of mistrust early on in his career in intelligence, when he�d realised it was an adaptive, not to say life-saving, strategy. But it was only in the last couple of years, since he�d discovered the truth about his late fiancee Claire, that Purkiss had come to understand just how corrosive mistrust could be when those closest to you came within its orbit. He�d doubted Hannah, his former girlfriend; and even, once, Vale himself.
Vale. Purkiss felt a sudden anger clutch at his innards. He�d always believed his employer and mentor would die eventually of a heart attack, or of a stroke, or cancer. Vale would have accepted any one of these verdicts philosophically, fully acknowledging that he�d brought it upon himself through his forty-a-day cigarette habit. He�d have passed over with a gloomy wryness, and Purkiss would have saluted him.
Instead, the man had boarded a passenger plane, and had been smashed to pieces on the unforgiving ground at high speed. Despite his level-headedness, his professionalism, he must have been terrified in the last seconds, either hurtling down in the wrecked shell of the aircraft or sucked out through the ripped fuselage to plummet alone. He may even have screamed. Soiled himself.
The lack of dignity bothered Purkiss the most.
Vale hadn�t deserved that.
* * *
Rebecca and Purkiss had neatened Kendrick up in his flat, casting aside his ratty overcoat and persuading him to put on a shirt and leather jacket and a clean if musty pair of cargo trousers Purkiss had found buried in the bottom of a wardrobe. The airlines were on heightened alert since the TA15 attack, and any passenger looking like a down-and-out would be given short shrift.
Purkiss felt his back tense as they walked through the terminal to the check-in desk. For a moment his gut twisted, and he wondered if he�d ever be able to visit an airport again without his somatic memory reminding him of the poisoning in Frankfurt. But they breezed through the procedure without incident, and even made it past the security scanner unmolested, although Kendrick had to point out to the staff that he had a metal plate in his head which might set off the alarm.
�I�m a cyborg, really,� he said cheerfully to the female security guard, before whipping a pair of plastic sunglasses from his pocket and intoning robotically: �I�ll be back.�
The woman smiled tolerantly. Purkiss was relieved. In the United States Kendrick�s behaviour might have provoked a major incident, and got them all arrested. Over here, his quip was seen as just another wearying example of the British propensity for stupid, childish jokiness in every conceivable situation.
Purkiss studied the flight information screen. He noted the departure gate, and the expected boarding time. Fifty minutes from now.
�We have a bit of a wait,� he said. �Let�s get a coffee.�
They found a seating area outside a row of competing shops. Rebecca rose automatically.
�No,� said Purkiss. �I�ll go.�
He walked to the counter of the nearest outlet and stood in the queue. He�d wanted to watch Rebecca and Kendrick on their own. See if she responded differently to him when Purkiss wasn�t there.
But Kendrick sat with his legs outstretched, staring at the floor, his lips pursed, while Rebecca rested an arm on the back of her chair and gazed out over the departure lounge. There was no interaction whatsoever.
That in itself might be significant, Purkiss thought.
He reached the counter, ordered three coffees. Turned away with the paper cups secured in a cardboard holder.
His glance snagged on a face in the queue behind him.
The man looked straight back. His eyes followed Purkiss even as Purkiss broke contact and walked away.
Purkiss processed the data on the way back to the table.
White man. Pale. Late thirties. Spectacles. Thinning, fair hair, receding up the forehead. Inexpensive shirt and blazer. Looks like a middle manager, or a literary agent.
He focused on the face. Applied his internal memory grid, linking the features with the words and letters to which he�d applied them.
Domed forehead. First letter: D.
Glasses. They reminded Purkiss of a pair worn by David Letterman, the talk-show host, on one of the shows he�d watched on a visit to the US as a younger man. Letter.
D-letter.
He had the name.
Purkiss reached Kendrick and Rebecca and laid the cup-holder down on the table. He saw Rebecca look past his shoulder, watched her posture tense.
Kendrick said: �Hey. We�ve got company.�
Purkiss turned. The man from the queue was walking over.
�Delatour,� said Purkiss.
* * *
The man blinked, once.
�You remember me?� he said. He stopped a few feet away, as if he�d suddenly become intimidated by the three of them.
�Come closer,� said Purkiss.
The man had left the queue without buying his coffee. He took a few steps towards Purkiss, his empty hands hanging by his sides.
Purkiss said: �Yes. I remember you. April last year. Battery Park in New York.�
�Correct.� The man had seemed utterly nonplussed when Purkiss had said his name, but his confidence had returned rapidly. He pointed at a chair. �May I sit down?�
Kendrick was staring at him, Purkiss noticed, as he had done at Rebecca earlier.
After he�d settled himself in the seat, the man propped his elbows on the table and gazed at Purkiss. He seemed ill at ease, not just in the present circumstances but in his skin. Purkiss remembered that about him.
In April last year, they�d met on the southern tip of Manhattan when Purkiss had been pursuing a rogue operative named Darius Pope, during the Caliban mission. Delatour was an MI6 asset operating out of the Embassy in New York. He�d been one of Vale�s contacts, and he had furnished Purkiss with information about the CIA agent who�d recently been murdered in the city. The intelligence Delatour had provided was relatively minor; but he�d struck Purkiss as a competent, thorough agent.
Delatour said: �My presence here isn�t a coincidence.�
�I didn�t think so,� said Purkiss.
�Vale�s been murdered. Assassinated.� Delatour stated it as a fact rather than a question.
�Yes.�
Purkiss was aware of Rebecca shifting in her chair beside him, as if he�d overstepped a mark. He said, �How did you find me?�
�Facial recognition software,� said Delatour. �I�ve been monitoring the cameras at the security points of all the UK airports, in case you passed through. The reason I�ve been looking for you is obvious. I worked with Vale. I want to know why he was killed. And you were a colleague of his.�
�How did you find out he was on board the plane?� Purkiss watched carefully, observing for any tells that the man was lying. There were none apparent.
Delatour said: �The same way you did, I suspect. I tried calling him. Got a dead line. Checked the passenger list and saw one of his aliases listed.�
Purkiss studied Delatour in silence for a moment. �What have you been able to find out so far?�
�Nothing,� said Delatour. �I�m based in Manhattan, as you know. I called Vale to update him on the staff composition of the Service�s New York network. Which is when I discovered his phone was dead. Once I�d established he was on the plane, I got on the first available flight to London. I�ve been looking for you ever since.� He glanced at Rebecca and Kendrick as if seeing them for the first time. �Who are these people?�
�Friends.� Purkiss turned to Rebecca. �Delatour is Service, as you�ve probably worked out. He�s helped me before, at Vale�s request.� To Delatour: �Have you involved anybody else?�
�No.� The pale man shrugged. �I�d like to help you, if you want. You�re going to Athens � I matched your face to the footage on the cameras at the check-in desk for Aegean Airlines.�
Impressive tradecraft, Purkiss thought.
�I�ve booked myself on the same flight,� Delatour continued. �Even if you don�t want me to join you, the fact that you�re heading there means you�ve found a lead or some kind. I�ll pursue it alone, if necessary. But I think it would be more productive if we pooled our resources.�
Again, Purkiss noted Rebecca shifting beside him.
Delatour stood up. �I�ll be back in ten minutes,� he said. �Have a think about it.�
Purkiss watched him walk away.
�Odd bugger,� Kendrick remarked.
Rebecca said, �John. Are you going to trust him?�
�Not fully,� said Purkiss. �I don�t know him all that well. But his story�s plausible. He did know Vale, and Vale regarded him as above board. He�s an extra pair of hands. And he�s active SIS, which means he�s got access to them in a way that I haven�t. Databases and so on. It might come in useful.�
Rebecca was silent.
�You have misgivings,� said Purkiss.
�Yes. I do.� She looked at him. �But you�re in charge.�

Fourteen

They�d booked seats apart from each other on the plane, partly because of the lateness of the booking but also because it allowed them a broader view of the cabin. Purkiss was near the front, while Kendrick had a window seat in the mid-section and Rebecca found herself at the rear near the toilets.
She�d seen Delatour board after them and settle himself near Kendrick.
As soon as they were seated, ten minute or so before the plane began taxiing, Rebecca took out her phone and sent a text message.
Request intel on a man named Delatour. Late 30s, pallid, fair hair, five-nine. He�s made contact offering assistance.
While she waited for a response, Rebecca peered over the rows of heads in front of her, locating Purkiss�s, his dark hair barely visible over the back of the seat.
She felt a prickle of unease. Delatour�s appearance had been a surprise, and she ought to have dissuaded Purkiss more strongly from agreeing to let him accompany them. But she knew Purkiss would have followed his own instincts, whatever she�d said.
It was one of the things she was beginning to understand about Purkiss. His implacability. His stubbornness.
There was a vulnerability there, too, she sensed, though she hadn�t worked out quite what his weak point was. He gave little away, though he wasn�t by any means an unemotional man.
Did he trust her? Rebecca wasn�t sure. Overtly, he seemed to; and he�d appeared genuinely grateful that she�d helped him in the airport in Frankfurt. But a man of his experience, in his field of work, didn�t survive long by being na�ve. Were there aspects of her story he doubted?
Had he realised she was lying to him?
And there was the other man. Kendrick. Purkiss had told her what had happened to him, about the injury. Rebecca had known and cared for people with similar afflictions in the nursing home in Sussex. She recognised the lability, the disinhibition, though Kendrick was far more highly functioning than the invalids she�d nursed. She knew Purkiss wouldn�t have included him if he thought the man was likely to be a liability.
But it was his insistence that he recognised her that bothered Rebecca. She had a good memory for faces, and even taking into account the fact that Kendrick�s appearance had been altered by his wound and the subsequent surgery � his eyelid drooped, and the right upper part of his face was subtly lopsided and distorted � she didn�t think she�d ever seen him before.
Her phone buzzed softly in her lap. Rebecca looked at the screen.
Delatour known SIS. Advise cautious cooperation. Notify me if any suspicious behaviour.
Only mildly reassured, she put the phone away.

Fifteen

It wasn�t a great deal warmer in Athens than it had been in London, especially at almost six in the morning local time, but the humidity that hit Purkiss made it seem so.
They cleared the airport quickly, the crowds thin at this time of day. None of them carried more than a single bag, allowing them to bypass the luggage carousel. Purkiss had lost sight of Delatour but the man was waiting for them in the main terminal.
�Where now?� said Delatour.
During the three-and-a-half-hour flight, Purkiss had deliberated how much to tell the SIS man. As yet, he�d shared nothing: not the video clip Vale had left, not the attacks at Frankfurt Airport. And he hadn�t mentioned anything about the man they were looking for, Saul Gideon.
His plan had coalesced in his mind in the hour before they landed.
�We find a base first,� said Purkiss. �After that, I�ll tell you a little.�
The cabs outside were numerous, the drivers vying for their attention with sharp blasts from their horns. The humidity was greater out here, and Purkiss felt the cloying in his throat which always took him some time to get used to when he visited this part of the world. Already the dawn was beginning to make its presence felt in a soft red glow at the horizon.
They took two cabs, and drove around until Purkiss spotted a hotel that look suitable, in the XXXX district. He wasn�t overly familiar with Athens, and had last been there over three years ago. Its dilapidation struck him, many of the shops he�d remembered from before now boarded up, the public housing looking more dejected than he recalled it.
They checked in, each taking a single room. Purkiss wasn�t surprised that the place had vacancies. Tourism in Greece was on the wane, and October was a slow month. His room and Delatour�s were on the same floor, the third, while Rebecca occupied one a storey below and Kendrick�s was on the ground. Again, it suited their purposes to be spread out, in case of attack.
They headed for their rooms, having agreed to meet in half an hour downstairs to discuss strategy. Purkiss had caught an hour�s sleep on the plane, enough to take the edge off his tiredness. He�d need more later that morning if he was to keep himself in top form. The delay it would entail would be offset by the advantages.
He watched Delatour disappear into his room. Then, instead of heading for his own, Purkiss went back downstairs to Rebecca�s. He knocked on the door and she opened it immediately, as if she�d been expecting him.
Quickly, he explained his plan.
Afterwards he located Kendrick, who was lying on his bed already, his feet up.
�Tony. Rebecca and I are going to leave here together in a while, on a pretext. I want you to wait downstairs and watch the entrance. If Delatour leaves, or if anybody arrives that you think is worth noting, ring me.�
Kendrick gazed at him so long that Purkiss wondered at first if he�d heard. At last he nodded.
�You want me to follow him if he leaves?�
�No,� said Purkiss. �I�ll be nearby. Just let me know.�
Purkiss had bought Kendrick a mobile phone at Heathrow and given him his own number.
As Purkiss was about to go up to his room, Kendrick said: �Hey. Purkiss.�
�Yes.�
�You and Rebecca?� He leered.
Purkiss shook his head. �No, Tony.�
�Suit yourself.�
* * *
Downstairs, half an hour later, they crowded around a table in the breakfast room. It was at one end, and the place was only a third full, so privacy was easy to obtain.
�Here�s what we know,� Purkiss said to Delatour. �Vale left a posthumous message for me, telling me to locate a man named Gideon. Saul Gideon. He said he was one of us, whatever that meant. And that he might be dangerous.�
�One of us,� repeated Delatour. �As in, SIS?�
�Maybe. The fact that he said he might be dangerous suggests Gideon may have flipped. Turned, in some way.� Purkiss watched Delatour�s eyes. If he knew anything about this already, he was concealing it expertly. �Vale said a starting point would be an island in the Cyclades. An islet, he said. Its name is Ressos.�
That was the first lie. Purkiss had learned from experience that the most effective ones were those that clove most closely to the truth.
Again, there was no reaction from Delatour. Purkiss continued: �We need to find a way to Ressos. I suspect it�ll be by chartered boat, since the place doesn�t sound like a tourist trap. Rebecca and I will go out after this and scout around, try and establish access.�
Delatour nodded.
They finished breakfast in silence. As he�d often been in the past, Purkiss was astounded by the amount of food Kendrick put away. He didn�t think it was a lack of restraint resulting from his head injury: Kendrick simply had a huge, soldier�s appetite.
Purkiss went up to his room to make final preparations before going out. From habit, he�d already done a basic security sweep for audio surveillance equipment, even though the chances of the room being bugged were close to zero since they hadn�t pre-booked it. But such a sweep wasn�t just for existing bugs. It was also useful in spotting places where surveillance equipment might later be installed.
He set a dozen small traps: the room service menu angled in a certain way on top of the complimentary writing paper on the dressing table, the towel hung apparently haphazardly on the rail in the bathroom. They were a combination of the obvious and the subtle, and a skilled agent might be expected to pick up some of them but by no means all.
He met Rebecca on the stairs between the second and first floors. She�d changed her clothes and looked fresher than he suspected he did, as if she�d compressed her tiredness into a five-minute power nap and come out fully recharged.
On the way to the hotel, Purkiss had noticed a row of desultory travel agents on a shopping street, a kilometre or so away. They might not be open yet at this time of day, especially if business was slow, but Purkiss was prepared to wait. In any case, it would be Rebecca making the enquiries. Purkiss had other plans.
Three blocks from the hotel, he said: �Okay. I�m heading back.�
She nodded.
He reached the entrance to the hotel ten minutes after they�d left it, and made his way across the lobby to the stairs. On the periphery of his vision he saw Kendrick lounging in an armchair next to a potted palm. He didn�t acknowledge him. Purkiss climbed the stairs quickly, pausing at each floor to check the corridor before continuing.
From the top of the stairs on the third floor, he watched the door to his room. Delatour�s own room was on the other side of the building around a turn in the corridor.
Purkiss moved swiftly down the passage to his door and paused outside.
The building had come to life some time ago, the pipes groaning in the walls, the guests already on the move, and the background noises obscured any sounds that might be coming from inside his room. He put his hand on the door handle. The locking mechanism was the old-fashioned kind: a simple mortise lock and key. The key was in Purkiss�s pocket.
The door moved a fraction when Purkiss applied slight pressure. It was unlocked. He�d hung the do not disturb sign on the handle, so it wouldn�t be the maid service in there.
He had seconds, he knew, before the movement of the door was noticed. As was so often the case, surprise was the best weapon.
Purkiss threw the door open and was inside even as he surveyed the interior. He registered the open drawer in the bedside table and the open bathroom door which he�d left closed. At the same time he sensed the shape to his right and turned that way but it was a pillow propped on the window sill, a crude but simple trick to give the fleeting illusion of a human silhouette.
The blow came from his left, a hard jab much like the one he�d used on Billson in Rome beside the river, aimed at the nape of his neck. Purkiss tensed his shoulder muscles an instant before it struck and felt the overwhelming, almost paralysing shock of pain in his trapezius. He swung his left arm as he pivoted round, but the blow had numbed it and he couldn�t put his full force into it.
Delatour grasped Purkiss�s arm in one hand and jerked it aside, exposing his torso, and brought up a claw hand into Purkiss�s face. Purkiss turned his head aside and felt the tip of Delatour�s little finger against his lips and opened his teeth and bit down, hard.
Delatour gave a tiny howl of pain and pulled his hand back. Purkiss pressed home his advantage, slamming his forehead into Delatour�s face, connecting with the bridge of the man�s nose.
Delatour dropped to his knees, his arms sagging by his side. Purkiss raised his foot, ready for a kick, but he saw the man was dazed, his eyes swimming unfocused in his slack face.
Purkiss closed the door and locked it, after a quick look out into the corridor to see if anyone had heard the struggle. He hauled Delatour up and sat him on the bed. The head butt hadn�t been a hard one; Purkiss�s intention hadn�t been to kill the man or even render him unconscious. The bleeding from the nose was minimal.
Purkiss slapped the man�s face, sharply but gently, several times. Delatour put his hands up in a vague warding-off gesture. He shook his head as if to free it from the fug inside.
�Delatour,� said Purkiss. �Can you understand me?�
Delatour�s eyes swivelled in the direction of Purkiss�s. They appeared to register him. His hand fumbled in his breast pocket, found his glasses, placed them shakily on his nose.
�Water,� he said thickly.
Purkiss grabbed a sealed bottle off the bedside table and shook some of it over Delatour�s face, before raising it to his lips. The man sipped, rather than gulping. It showed presence of mind, suggested he was almost fully conscious.
Purkiss had already run his hands over the outline of the man�s torso and limbs, checking for a concealed weapon of some kind. He said: �Talk to me.�
Delatour didn�t try to obfuscate or bluster. He said, simply: �Self-defence. That was all.�
�What?�
�The way I attacked you just then.� He swigged more water. �I realised it was you rather than someone else after I�d already primed myself to act.�
�What were you doing in my room?� said Purkiss.
�Searching it.�
�For what?�
Delatour moved his mouth, twitched his nose, as if testing whether his facial muscles were in working order. �You�ve been cagey with me. Understandably so. I want to find out what happened to Vale. I can�t be sure you�re keeping me entirely in the loop, can�t assume you�re telling me everything. So I decided to see if there was anything else I could learn from you.� He peered at Purkiss, a shrewdness creeping into his look. �You�d have done the same.�
�Probably.� Purkiss gazed around the room. A few drawers were open, his small suitcase agape. �Did you find what you were looking for?�
Delatour said, �No. Why did you come back?�
�Because I didn�t entirely trust you. Still don�t.�
�At least we know where we stand.� Delatour tried to rise to his feet, dropped back, made it on the second attempt. �Where�s the woman? Deacon?�
�Gone to find us transport to the island in the Cyclades.�
�Am I still coming along?�
Purkiss said, �If you want to.� He steadied Delatour as the man rocked a little on his feet. �You want to lie down here for a bit?�
�No.� Delatour shrugged Purkiss hand off his arm. There was a trace of annoyance there, the resentment of a man bested in combat. �I assume I�m confined to the hotel? That you�ve posted your attack dog, that Kendrick, to make sure I don�t leave?�
Delatour was smart; Purkiss had to give him that. He thought like Purkiss. �Let�s just say your trustworthiness would be enhanced in my eyes if you didn�t slip out for a rendezvous with anybody.�
At the door, Delatour said: �I wonder what you think my motive would be in betraying you.�
�You must have worked it out,� Purkiss said. �You might be working with the group that killed Vale. You could be planning to tip off this Saul Gideon before our arrival. For all I know, you�ve already done so.�
Delatour seemed to hesitate, the door ajar in his hand. He closed it again and faced Purkiss.
�Shall I tell you why I really tracked you down?� he said.
Purkiss felt his interest stir.
�It wasn�t just because I thought you would be the obvious person to help me find Vale�s killer,� Delatour went on. �It�s because I thought you might have killed him.�
* * *
They sat, Delatour on the edge of the bed once again, Purkiss in the room�s single chair.
�Vale contacted me by phone a week ago,� said Delatour. His nose was swollen and already bruised, and his voice came out a little distorted. �I was still in New York at the time. He told me he thought he might be in danger. Serious danger, as in terminal. I asked if there was anything I could do to help. He told me that if anything happened to him, I was to try and find you. He warned me to take extreme care, because there was a possibility that you were the one who might harm him.�
Purkiss watched Delatour�s face, processing the words. It made no sense.
�He didn�t say why,� Delatour went on. �I asked him, of course. But he was as cryptic as ever. He said simply that there were enemies showing their hand, and he couldn�t be sure that you weren�t one of them.�
No sense at all.
�And now?� said Purkiss. �Do you believe I had anything to do with Vale�s death?�
Delatour studied him for a moment before answering. �I think probably not,� he murmured. �But I can�t be sure.� He frowned, glancing down. �You told me earlier that Vale left a posthumous message for you.�
�Yes.�
�How?�
Purkiss told him about the video clip Rebecca had shown him, giving Delatour the gist rather than the exact account. Delatour listened impassively.
�So he tells me in confidence that you might be a threat to him,� Delatour said, �yet sends you a message which suggests he regards you as an ally.�
�It�s contradictory,� Purkiss agreed.
His phone hummed in his pocket. He looked at the screen.
Kendrick.
�Men coming into the hotel,� Kendrick rasped, as if he was trying to keep his voice low. �Four of them. Look like hard buggers. Pros.�

Sixteen

Purkiss put the phone away. Stared unblinkingly at Delatour.
�Hostiles are on their way up,� he said.
He�d told Kendrick to stay put near the entrance.
Delatour looked alert. �How many?�
�Four.�
Delatour rose to his feet, steady by now. He caught Purkiss�s eye and said, �Oh, for God�s sake. No, I didn�t know they were coming.�
Still uncertain, Purkiss said: �Get in the bathroom. They come in there, put them down. Use lethal force if you have to, but we need at least one of them alive.�
Delatour moved quickly, disappearing into the bathroom, as Purkiss opened the French windows leading to the small ledge of a balcony. It overlooked the hotel�s tired garden, which consisted of concrete walkways interspersed with scraps of neglected lawn. There was nobody in the garden apart from a workman weeding a flower bed and dumping the takings into a wheelbarrow.
Purkiss pulled the French windows closed behind him and pressed himself against the wall. Light drapes hung on either side of the windows inside the room, and he watched the one closest to him for any sign of movement.
It came perhaps thirty seconds later: a soft rapping on the door to the room, followed by a voice, muffled through the door and the closed windows. Purkiss couldn�t make it out, but it was a man�s, and it had the sing-song quality of a domestic worker asking permission to enter.
He�d left the do not disturb sign hanging on the handle. Hotels differed throughout the world, but if there was one thing that united them, it was that the cleaning staff respected a guest�s request for privacy. Especially this early in the morning.
He strained his ears. The noise of the city, complete with the grinding of construction machinery, made it difficult to hear clearly any sounds coming from within the room. But Purkiss thought he heard the soft creak of the unoiled door handle being turned.
He thumbed a text message to Kendrick: they�re here at my room.
The next sounds were unmistakable: heavy footfalls as men entered the room, all pretence at stealth dropped. He listened to the crash of the chair being knocked aside, presumably as someone looked under the bed.
A moment later, the French windows swung open.
Purkiss kicked the window nearest him, pistoning his foot so that he drove his full force into the frame. The window smashed against the man coming through, a pane breaking as it connected with his head. Purkiss had delayed his kick until the man was far enough through that his arm extended beyond the edge of the frame. As Purkiss had been expecting, the hand held a gun.
Purkiss grabbed the gun hand with both of his, the fist itself rather than the wrist, and pulled the man all the way through onto the balcony. He noted fleetingly that the man was bleeding from his head where the glass pane had shattered against it, red droplets spraying finely in the morning light. Purkiss twisted the gun hand up and outward, raised his foot again, and kicked the man hard in the abdomen, causing him to double over with a groan.
A second man crouched inside the room just inside the doors, his gun extended in a two-handed grip. Purkiss swung the first man round so that his body was between Purkiss and the second man and aimed the gun arm as best as he could and drew back the man�s finger against the trigger.
The unsuppressed blast echoed through the room and out across the garden, sending a yell up from the gardener like a startled bird. Inside the bedroom the second man took three or four stumbling steps backwards, his chest soaked in crimson, before he crashed against the dressing table and dropped to the carpet.
The man Purkiss was using as a shield began to recover and struggled against Purkiss�s grasp. Purkiss held on, his arms reaching around the man from behind, his own hands clamped over the hands gripping the gun. The trouble with that was that Purkiss didn�t have much room for manoeuvre. As long as his hands were occupied controlling the gun, they couldn�t be used for anything else.
He rammed his knee up between the man�s legs from behind. The blow would normally have been incapacitating, but the man squeezed his thighs together, mitigating the effect of the strike. With a grunt of fury the man brought the heel of his shoe down on Purkiss�s foot. The sharp pain caused Purkiss to relax his grip a fraction, and the man wrenched his hands free and twisted.
Purkiss was dimly aware of movement within the room, shouting and struggle, but his attention was focused on the opponent out here on the balcony. The man tried to pivot so that he was facing Purkiss but Purkiss hung on, his arms now gripping the man in a bear hug. The man was barrel-chested, and Purkiss didn�t have the advantage of superior size to make the hug effective.
Instead, he released his grip, allowing the man to turn further, before jabbing a half-fist up into his opponent�s solar plexus. The man jolted back but continued to bring the gun round. Purkiss grabbed the gun arm by the wrist in both hands and ran the winded man to the waist-high balcony railing and flung his arms out and over, the momentum propelling the man over the rail with a yell.
Purkiss took a second to peer down. The gardener had already sprinted for cover. The gunman lay sprawled on the concrete path, his neck twisted at an unnatural angle, a growing pool of blood spreading around his head.
Through the French windows Purkiss saw a third man come charging headlong towards him. Before Purkiss had time to react, the man�s feet were kicked out from under him and hit the carpet just inside the windows. Kendrick was on him, kneeling on his back, wrenching his arms behind him, snarling like a wild beast.
Beyond them, Delatour appeared. He was grimacing, clutching his upper arm.
Purkiss said: �Tony. Don�t �� but even as he spoke, Kendrick looped a crooked arm under the man�s neck and tightened it, at the same time twisting the man�s head sharply to one side. The crack was audible.
Purkiss stepped through the windows. Delatour was dishevelled, his shirt bloodied and untucked, his face sheened with sweat. Through the open bathroom door behind him, Purkiss saw a body sprawled on the floor. There was blood, and a lot of it.
He met Delatour�s eyes. Delatour shook his head.
�He had a knife. I turned it on him.�
Purkiss went over to the bathroom door and peered through, on the off-chance. But the handle of a sheath knife protruded from beneath the supine figure�s breastbone.
Damn. All four, dead.
�We need to get out of here,� Purkiss said.
* * *
They moved through the warren of streets near the wharf, losing themselves, intent more on throwing any possible pursuers off track than on reaching a particular destination.
Delatour�s upper arm had been nicked by his attacker�s blade, not deeply enough to cause serious damage but enough to bloody his shirt. He�d slung Purkiss�s coat over himself to disguise the stains � there hadn�t been time to return to his own room. Kendrick loped on Purkiss�s other side, muttering to himself.
Purkiss hadn�t said anything to him about killing the man in the hotel room. It didn�t seem apposite at the moment. But of all four men, Kendrick�s had been the one most obvious to keep for interrogation.
The commotion had started elsewhere in the hotel, voices raised in alarm at the gunshot and the sounds of combat. Purkiss had gone back out onto the balcony and gauged the drop and swung himself over the railing and hung to his full length, before letting go.
He�d angled himself outward so that he�d landed on the grass rather than the concrete pathway. Nonetheless, it was a fair drop, the three-floor distance offset somewhat by the fact that the lawn was raised halfway up the level of the ground floor. Purkiss rolled with the impact, ignoring the stab in his ankle, and rose upright.
He looked up, where Kendrick was already hanging, ready to drop. Purkiss stood below him and caught him awkwardly as he fell, not breaking his fall but slowing it. Delatour looked less confident, and his injured arm slipped at the last moment so that he swung dangerously close to the concrete. But Kendrick got below him in time, and eased his landing.
They ran across the lawn towards the wall of the garden, disregarding the shouts from the overlooking windows. They�d be seen, and by many people; Purkiss couldn�t help that. The important thing was to get away before the police arrived.
The sirens were already flaring nearby as they made it on to the road running along the back wall of the hotel garden. Purkiss took a moment to orientate himself, then set off towards the wharf, in a zig-zag pattern through the narrow streets.
When they�d put a few blocks between themselves and the hotel, Purkiss pulled out his phone and called Rebecca. She answered immediately.
He told her what had happened.
�Delatour?�
�He took one of them down,� said Purkiss. �He�s clean.�
�I�ve organised a boat to take us to Iora at ten o�clock,� she said. �Just under an hour from now.�
�Good.� Purkiss slowed to a fast walk, the other two doing the same on either side of him. �It�ll give us a chance to catch our breath.�
�How did they know you were at the hotel?� Rebecca asked.
�They must have followed us from the airport,� Purkiss said. �Or someone tipped them off. I don�t know who.�
But he was thinking again of what Delatour had said.
Vale told me you might be a threat to him.
Purkiss felt the chill on his skin, more than just cooling sweat.
Was this Vale�s posthumous way of avenging himself on the man he thought might kill him? By luring him to Athens, on a pretext of sending him to a remote island, just so that he could be ambushed once here?
It just didn�t fit. Vale hadn�t been afraid to take calculated risks, but he�d never go this far. Have Purkiss killed without absolute proof that they were enemies.
On the other hand� Purkiss reminded himself that he had never really known Vale. Hadn�t known much about his background, apart from rumours, legends.
Hadn�t known if perhaps Vale was accountable to some higher authority, one with goals quite different from the ones Purkiss had pursued in Vale�s service.
Purkiss realised he was still on the phone when Rebecca said, �John? Anything else?�
�No. Wait around the wharf. We�ll meet you there nearer the time.�
He put the phone away and said to Delatour: �You need to get a change of clothes.�
He�d already asked him if his arm needed medical attention. Delatour dismissed the injury with a wave.
They reached a market street which, even at just after nine in the morning, was alive with bustle and clamour. While Delatour hung back, Purkiss went to one of the stalls and found a cheap shirt and jacket and trousers that looked the right size.
He gave them to Delatour. While the man slipped the new clothes on behind the stalls, Purkiss and Kendrick shielding him, Purkiss said to Kendrick: �You cut up a little rough back there.�
Kendrick looked please. �Dropped the bastard, didn�t I?�
�Look, Tony,� Purkiss murmured. �You did well. But you need to pull your punches unless it�s life or death. We could have interrogated that man.�
Kendrick went very still, and stared at Purkiss. �You what?�
�He could have provided us with intelligence.� Purkiss kept a distance between them, but folded his arms. It conveyed authority without being threatening.
The moment lingered for two seconds. Three.
Then Kendrick broke eye contact and laughed. �Nah. We had to get out of there, remember? He would have slowed us down.�
He was right. Purkiss had to acknowledge it, even though he didn�t say anything.
�Oh,� said Kendrick, reaching into the waistband of his chinos under his leather jacket. �And I got this.�
Part of a gun emerged from Kendrick�s waistband. A Walther, by the look of it.
�Took it off the bugger,� he said cheerily.
Purkiss considered. If they were stopped by the police for any reason, they�d be immediately arrested when a concealed weapon was found. On the other hand, a new attack could come out of nowhere, and they might not be so lucky this time.
Purkiss nodded at the gun. �Put it inside your jacket,� he said. �And keep it there until you have to use it. No admiring it in public.�
They wandered further along the harbour, where the fishing boats were bringing in their latest catches. Beyond the bobbing masts, the Aegean glittered under the morning sunlight. An idyllic, bucolic scene, and one which felt to Purkiss laden with threat.

Seventeen

Kyrill Grabasov gazed through the plate-glass window that filled almost the entire east-facing wall of his office. Beyond were the skyscrapers of the International Business Centre, symbols of the new, resurgent Motherland.
Failure was a word that left a bitter taste in his mouth. His own failure, and that of those working for him. It could not be otherwise. If failure had been easy to accept, he wouldn�t have reached his current position as the Chief Executive Officer of Rosvolgabank, far less held it for the last four years.
The bank was a hybrid, partly state-owned but mostly in the hands of private shareholders, many of whom themselves held high office in the Moscow bureaucracy. Some of them were in the Kremlin itself. The bank had helped fund one of the biggest weapons-development programmes of the Russian military, the Orkotsk Project, to the tune of seventy billion US dollars. In return, the Russian Duma, the parliament, had smoothed the way for the Rosvolgabank to corner the market in Russia� newest territorial acquisition, the Crimea, since its annexation last spring.
It was fair to say that the Rosvolgabank, and Kyrill Grabasov, had an amicable relationship with the political leadership in Moscow.
Today�s failure � the one Grabasov had learned about just half an hour earlier � wouldn�t directly affect that relationship. But small failures tended to presage larger ones, much as to tolerate a small nick or dent on the bodywork of your new car often meant you became less concerned about the next one, and the next, until before you knew it you found yourself driving a battered old wreck.
He�d taken the call on his cell phone, alone in his office. It was Artemis. The man didn�t sound afraid � his voice never betrayed any emotion � but Grabasov imagined his unease.
�My men have been neutralised,� he said without preamble.
Grabasov took it in. �Their status?�
�I�m awaiting confirmation, but I believe they�re all dead.�
Artemis would have sent the men in with at least one of them wired and transmitting a live audio feed back to wherever he was.
Four men, he�d said he was sending in. All of them dead.
�It was Purkiss,� said Artemis. �My link man confirmed it shortly before he was cut off by a gunshot. He said there were others, number and identities unknown.�
�The woman?�
�He didn�t say.�
�For the second time, then, in twenty four hours,� said Grabasov, �Purkiss evades you.�
�Yes, Oracle,� said Artemis. Again, there was no quaver of emotion in his voice.
Grabasov went to the window and stared at a plane ascending high above. Leaving Sheremetyevo Airport, probably.
Grabasov said, �Stay where you are, in Athens. Concentrate as many personnel as you can there.�
�Understood.�
There wasn�t much more to say. Grabasov thumbed the key to end the call and tossed the phone onto the leather surface of his desk.
He paced his office. The Ferryman had located Purkiss, and, observing that he had others with him, had called Grabasov. It would require several men to take Purkiss down, he said. So Grabasov had notified Artemis, and Artemis had sent four of his people in.
And they�d failed.
Grabasov picked up his phone once more and dialled the Ferryman�s number. After six rings, it went to voicemail. He didn�t leave a message. Nobody else called the Ferryman on this number.
While he looked out over the city, waiting for the ferryman to return his call, Grabasov wondered at the man�s motivation. Had he genuinely thought he�d be unable to capture Purkiss and kill his associates on his own? Or had he, rather, wanted to test the waters, to have other men sent in as cannon fodder, to gauge just how much of a threat Purkiss posed?
Grabasov suspected the latter. He understood the thinking behind it. Admired it, even. It was what he might have done himself in similar circumstances.
A full forty minutes passed before the phone rang on the desk. Grabasov snatched it up.
�Oracle,� said the Ferryman. �You�ve heard what happened?�
�Yes.�
The Ferryman explained. And Grabasov understood.

Eighteen

The skipper�s name was Georghios Georghiou, and although he was probably under sixty years old, he was as grizzled as an ancient, his sun burned to the colour of teak.
�Two hour,� he said as they climbed aboard. It was the last English they heard him speak.
The boat was a custom-built contraption which, despite its odd appearance, looked solid and hardy. Rebecca and Delatour took their seats on one side, Kendrick and Purkiss on the other. Apart from Georghiou there were no crew.
The clerk at the tiny office on the wharf had told Rebecca that hers was an unusual request, that most tourists wanted to see the larger and more famous Cycladean islands such as Santorini or Naxos. Rebecca spun a yarn about having seen the islet of Iora in a picture book as a child, and having harboured a longstanding obsession to visit it ever since.
The clerk admitted he�d never seen the islet. When Rebecca asked if it was inhabited, the clerk waved a hand. �Who knows? Sometimes you get these back-to-nature types camping out there, on these far-flung rocks. Most of them get bored eventually and leave.�
Rebecca had been shown a battered old book, yellowed from years of sun and sea air, which provided the geographical characteristics of the two hundred islands and islets that made up the Cyclades. She couldn�t read Greek but the clerk translated for her. Iora was an outcrop from the sea bed, some three kilometres by one and a half kilometres across, in the western part of the archipelago. There were no known inhabitants apart from gulls, largely because there was no arable land there. It was a rock in the sea.
The guide offered to loan Rebecca the book but she declined, having memorised the salient details, such as they were.
Purkiss listened to her account as they boarded. It brought to mind his earlier thoughts about Vale.
Was this a trap? Was the island indeed uninhabited, a place into which Purkiss was being corralled in preparation for some assault?
He mentioned nothing of this to Rebecca or the others.
The captain, Georghiou, steered effortlessly, almost lazily, his hand draped over the tiller, his neck extended to receive the watery sun on his face. The pouches and wrinkles of his skin made his eyes almost disappear, as if he was asleep. But whenever the boat seemed to be approaching unnervingly close to a finger of rock protruding from the surface of the water, the boatman angled it away smoothly.
The morning was cold, the skein of cloud filtering the sun. A light breeze rippled across the surface of the sea and across the boat, chilling Purkiss. Occasionally they passed another motorboat, or a yacht, or a small fishing trawler, and Georghiou would raise an index finger in acknowledgement. Mostly, though, they were alone.
Purkiss watched the others without making it obvious he was doing so. Delatour rubbed his arm from time to time � he�d bound the cut with a strip from his old shirt � and gazed out over the water, his expression betraying nothing. Rebecca had a distant expression, as if she was deep in contemplation, or remembering something.
Kendrick fidgeted, occasionally crossing his legs and then uncrossing them in quick order, drumming his fingers on the rail of the boat, his lips moving silently and in apparent amusement. Every now and again his hand stole inside his leather jacket as if to reassure himself that the pistol was still there. For years, he�d used amphetamines, not exactly recreationally but before a mission, to give him an extra bit of oomph, as he put it himself. Purkiss had connived at this because it had never got in the way of Kendrick�s performance. He had the appearance now of someone cranked up, but Purkiss didn�t think he was using. It was as if the brain injury had triggered some natural mechanism in his head which previously had needed speed to set it off.
An unstable, unpredictable former soldier, and two virtual strangers whose motivations and loyalties Purkiss couldn�t be entirely sure of. It was a hell of a team.
Georghiou seemed to understand English well enough, even if he didn�t speak it much. On the way, Purkiss told him he could leave once he�d dropped them on the island. The old man nodded as if he hadn�t considered any other possibility.
Rebecca murmured to Purkiss: �Do you think that�s a good idea?�
�We may be there some time,� said Purkiss. �If there is anybody on the island, they�ll most likely have a means of transport off, which we can use. And if we�re going into a hazardous situation, we can�t expose Georghiou to it.�
�And if there�s nothing there at all?�
�We�ll do a quick recce when we get there,� said Purkiss. �With an island of that size, it�ll be easy to establish if it�s inhabited. If it�s just barren rock, we�ll ask Georghiou to take us back then and there.�
The journey took a little under two hours, smoothed by the mild sea and the clear weather. Georghiou slowed the boat and stood up, training a pair of binoculars on a point on the horizon. He nodded.
The shape appeared on the distant sealine as they approached. At first, Purkiss thought it was a flat expanse, but as they drew nearer he saw it was peaked slightly off-centre, like a shallow hill protruding from the water. The only other island was far larger and off to the left. Purkiss hadn�t seen another vessel for the last quarter of an hour.
The first prick of adrenaline made its way into his system, along with a creeping tendril of dread.
* * *
Georghiou took the boat slowly along the southern perimeter of the islet, studying the cracked and jagged coastline intently. Purkiss got the impression that the man had never actually landed on Iora before, though he�d navigated there easily enough. The rock was more elevated than Purkiss had initially thought, its sides sheer enough to be called cliffs and rising to a height of perhaps eighty feet in places.
A cleft in the rocks came into view. Deep within it, and shadowed by its sides, a cove led to a sloping expanse of rock, worn smooth by the sea over the centuries. At the far end of the rock, a rudimentary set of steps, formed by the placing of boulders rather than the carving of a staircase, wound upwards and into the darkness between the sides of the cleft.
Georghiou pulled up to the cove and cut the engine. He stood stiffly and extended his hand to Rebecca, his manner gruffly courteous. She allowed him to help her over the side. Kendrick barged past next, his booted feet splashing carelessly in the shallow, impossibly clear water.
Purkiss said: �Rebecca, Tony, wait here a moment.� To Georghiou: �I�m going to climb those steps and see if there�s anything up there. Will you wait a few minutes?�
The man glared at him through his small, pouched eyes.
Rebecca stepped forward and peeled a wad of euros from a clip. �Mr Georghiou, we really would appreciate it.�
Without acknowledgement, the captain pocketed the cash and sat on the rail of the boat. He fished a pipe and a packet of tobacco from a pouch around his waist and began packing the bowl.
Purkiss began to climb the steps, Delatour behind him.
He�d chosen the pairings deliberately: he and Delatour scouting ahead, while Rebecca and Kendrick stayed behind. His first instinct had been to take Kendrick along, but Rebecca and Delatour were the unknown quantities as far as he was concerned, and he didn�t want to leave them alone together.
The boulders which formed the steps were worn down in the centres, as if feet had traversed them numerous times. Purkiss took them slowly, his feet threatening to slip at times where the surface had been rendered slippery by the spume that had lashed from the sea. Behind him, Delatour was having similar difficulty.
The path wound through a rough S-shape, and after rounding the second curve Purkiss found he couldn�t see the cove any longer. Up ahead was a ridge.
His head rose above it. Before him was an expanse of rock, dotted with smaller boulders of different sizes and shapes like an array of sculpture. The rock surface sloped gently away, before reaching the steep verge of a central hillock.
At the top of the hillock, the unmistakable silhouette of human habitation was dark against the pale sky.
The structure was ruined, and appeared ancient. Chipped Doric pillars supported a crumbling fa�ade, beyond which were squatter, less decorative buildings, though the extent of them wasn�t discernible from Purkiss�s vantage point.
He scanned the rocky plain ahead. For an instant, his eye was caught by a swaying movement over to his left.
Further round the perimeter of the islet, he saw the tip of a mast, just visible over the ridge.
Purkiss pulled himself up over the lip of the ridge. Behind him, Delatour followed suit.
Delatour said: �This isn�t Ressos.�
�No,� said Purkiss. He turned to Delatour. �How did you know?�
�I researched it, after you told me it was where we were going,� Delatour said. �It�s nothing like this.�
�You understand why I lied to you?�
�Of course,� said Delatour mildly. �Insurance. And I suspect even now you�re not going to tell me where we are.�
�I might as well,� said Purkiss. �It�s Iora.�
Purkiss led the way leftwards along the ridge. Once, he glanced down, and saw the vertiginous drop of the cliff plunging into the rocks and sea at its base. As they approached the western end of the islet, the yacht came into view. It was a fifteen-footer, moored in a small cove alongside a second, smaller vessel, a motorboat.
�We�ve got company, then,� said Delatour.
Purkiss took out his phone. As he�d expected, reception was poor this far from the mainland. But he sent a text message to Rebecca, which went through: The island�s inhabited. We�ve found boats. Send Georghiou away and come up.
Her reply came after a few seconds. Yes.
While they waited, Purkiss studied the ruins on the distant hillock. From this new angle, further along the perimeter, he could make out something else behind the fa�ade. It was a tall structure, almost as tall as the pillars themselves, and constructed of dull metal with buttresses of wood and stone.
A tower.
Rebecca and Kendrick appeared over the lip of the ridge. Purkiss beckoned them over.
They gazed down at the vessels in the second cove.
�Do we go and check them out?� said Rebecca.
Purkiss gazed up at the structure again. �Not yet. Let�s walk the perimeter, see if there�s anything else. Then we need to have a look at that ruin.�
Perhaps it was luck, or fate, or perhaps it was simple physics with no mystical weight behind it. But the flash winked in the side of the tower, sunlight glinting off metal, and triggered a reflex in Purkiss as if he�d been administered an electric shock directly to his central nervous system.
He dived, cannoning into Rebecca, sending her sprawling against the hard rock surface, even as he swiped his arm backwards and shoved Delatour off his feet.
A sheaf of sound hissed towards them.
An instant later, the edge of the ridge behind them exploded.
The noise was thunderous, bellowing out across the open sea. A shower of rocks spewed upward and outward, black inside a nova of orange flame.

Nineteen

The sound in Purkiss�s ears was dual-layered, a low throbbing hum overlain with a relentless high-pitched ringing.
He shouted, his voice almost inaudible to him: �Over there, over there, get behind the rocks.�
Beneath his belly and his chest the rock was harsh and rough, chips and protrusions digging into his flesh as he crawled, flattening himself as far as he was able while still moving his arms and legs. He saw Rebecca to one side of him, Delatour to the other. Kendrick would be behind, but Purkiss couldn�t afford to stop and turn to confirm it.
Rebecca reached one of the boulders first and pressed herself against it face-first, clasping it like an infant animal seeking solace from its mother. Purkiss deliberately angled away so that he put distance between him and Rebecca, and he gestured with his hand for Delatour to do the same.
It had been a rocket-propelled grenade. As such, they were better off spaced apart rather than bunched together.
The rock Purkiss reached was smaller than Rebecca�s, which meant he had to crouch lower in order to keep his head down. Beyond her, he saw Kendrick pressed against a whole cluster of boulders. To Purkiss�s left, Delatour had taken similar cover.
The sonic effect of the blast continued, a terrible, overwhelming noise that threatened to drown out all thought, all ability even to move one�s limbs. Purkiss had been close to explosions before, and he knew the dread the after-effects engendered, the horrible fear that one would never be able to hear properly again, that this droning, unrelenting ringing would torment one�s days and nights forever.
The immediate problem was that with his hearing impaired, Purkiss couldn�t rely on auditory data to assess the threat ahead. Which meant he�d need to use his eyes, and that meant risking exposure.
He signalled to the others on either side � keep down � and gripped the rock in front of him to steady himself, noting the tremor that was starting up in his fingers. By sidling along to one side, he found a crack in the boulder through which he could peer.
The tower behind the ruined fa�ade was just as before. There was no movement there. No further sign of life.
Purkiss angled his vision to take in the foot of the hillock on which the ruins and the tower stood. He looked up at the tower again. The distance to the hillock was perhaps three hundred yards. The elevation of the top of the tower he estimated at sixty or seventy feet.
They could, he supposed, make a run for the hillock. Once they got there, they�d be out of view of whoever was in the tower. The rocky ground between them and the hillock was only slightly sloping, with minor obstacles in the way in the form of boulders and outcroppings.
But they�d be open targets.
If they made their advance spaced well apart, one or more of them could make it. An RPG launcher was a devastating weapon against a stationary or relatively slowly moving target such as a tank. It wasn�t particularly versatile as a weapon when the enemy was a collection of individual human beings following separate paths.
But the RPG could take out two of them, easily. And that would leave just two others, unarmed except in Kendrick�s case. Even if two of them made it to the point of immediate safety at the foot of the hillock, whoever was in the tower could simply wander down at their leisure and pick them off with ease.
Besides, the RPG might be just one of several weapons at their unseen opponents� disposal. If the hidden enemy in the tower had a sniper�s rifle, all four of them could be dispatched in short order.
No: a direct, frontal approach was too hazardous to consider. Tactics were needed.
He looked again to either side of him. On the left, Delatour remained flat against his rock. To the right, Rebecca crouched, looking back at Purkiss, awaiting guidance.
He couldn�t communicate with either of them meaningfully. The aftershock of the grenade blast continued to hamper their hearing, as it did his.
Instead, Purkiss nodded past Rebecca at Kendrick.
She understood and turned, beckoning. Purkiss saw Kendrick�s face beyond her, caught his eye.
Kendrick was military. He knew the hand signals for the different approaches, and had taught them to Purkiss. They�d used them on more than one operation together.
Purkiss pointed at his own chest, jabbed his curved fingers forward. Then he indicated to his left and right, and pointed straight ahead.
Kendrick gave him the thumbs up. He was grinning.
It was a basic move. One person � Purkiss � approaching round the side, circling the enemy to mount a rear attack. The others providing a distraction by stealing forwards in increments, risking exposure in the process.
Purkiss knew he had the easier task.
He turned to his left, caught Delatour�s attention. Keeping eye contact, he gestured repeatedly to his right, towards Rebecca and Kendrick beyond her.
Purkiss drew a deep breath. He readied himself, feeling the adrenaline surge in his blood, and rode the crest and explode out from behind his rock to sprint towards Delatour.
He dropped beside the man within five seconds, his heart hammering. There�d been no gunfire. No hiss and blast of a second RPG round.
Cupping his hand at Delatour�s ear, he yelled, �Follow Kendrick�s lead.�
He waited until he saw Kendrick emerge from behind his cluster of rock cover and take a long, loping run towards the next boulder, before falling to his belly once again and beginning a fast crawl towards the western perimeter of the plain.
* * *
It took Purkiss five minutes to draw level with the side of the hillock, and a further three or four to reach a point where the tower was slightly behind him.
He saw now that the ruins extended a good fifty yards back from the facade. There was a similar, columned wall at the rear, though more dilapidated. The tower appeared to be the only one of its kind, and the only new structure in the midst of the ancient temple, or whatever it was.
Behind and to his right, he glimpsed the others appear one by one as they sprang from their cover and advanced a few paces before concealing themselves once again.
Purkiss stopped, hiding himself behind a lip in the surface of the rock plain. He studied the tower. It had multiple small square windows around its front and sides, all of them without glass. At the back, he saw a wooden ladder leading up to some kind of doorway.
He estimated the structure could hold five or six people.
Movement caught his eye. He watched Delatour break cover and run at a stoop towards a finger-like rock outcropping ten yards ahead of him.
The gunfire erupted, its noise shocking in the relative quiet, cutting harshly through even the steady tinnital hum of the grenade aftershock in Purkiss�s ears.
The ground before Delatour�s feet exploded in dust and rock chippings and he veered, flinging himself sideways so hard that for a few seconds he seemed airborne. He hit the ground and rolled as the scythe of bullets tracked him, fast as a burning fuse.
Then he was behind a series of low rocks and the chatter and spang of the bullets ceased abruptly.
Fully automatic fire. It meant an assault rifle of some kind.
Up against that kind of firepower, at close quarters, they didn�t stand a chance.
Purkiss looked at the expanse of rock between him and the hillock. He was thirty yards from the base. The hillock was lower here on the side than it had been at the front. He�d have a fifteen-foot scramble up the side, followed by a climb up the ladder to reach the door of the tower.
Halfway along the expanse was a gnarled tree, a hardy specimen which was one of the few examples of vegetation he�d seen on the island. The trunk was perhaps four feet in diameter. It was usable as cover, though a sustained burst of automatic fire would probably fell it within a minute.
Purkiss waited until a bead of sweat, which had crawled down his forehead like a sluggish caterpillar on a branch, reached the tip of his nose, hung suspended for a second, and dropped.
He launched himself from behind the lip of rock and focused on the tree, imagining himself ensconced securely behind its comforting bolus even as it grew larger in his visual field.
Ten yards away.
Five.
The shot rang out over the rock plain and the sea like a single cry from a dying beast�s throat.
Purkiss felt his foot wrenched sideways, causing his legs to splay ridiculously. He hit the rock with his back, the impact winding him, an instant before the burning pain exploded up his leg.
His mind gibbered at him: still alive still alive still alive. The rhythm of the phrase propelled him in a rolling motion, the world turning over and over crazily.
He was brought up short against something hard. His flailing hand grabbed at it.
He felt rough, raw, organic material against his palm.
The tree trunk.
Purkiss drew his legs up and clasped his arms about his knees as the second shot came, its slipstream yanking at his trouser leg. He coiled himself more tightly, wanting to compress himself into an infinitely small, infinitely dense ball.
He stared down at his feet. The right shoe was ragged and bloody, the sole almost completely detached.
Reflexively, he flexed his toes. The pain lanced up his leg once more.
But he achieved full movement. The bullet had passed through his shoe and scored the edge of his foot, without smashing any of the toes or the metatarsal bones.
His mind registered two details.
He was still mobile. Still operational.
And: the shot had come from a third weapon. A sniper rifle.
Three guns, then. Three gunmen.
Purkiss allowed himself five seconds to press himself against the tree trunk. Then he darted a look round.
The tower stood, implacable, but significantly nearer now.
He pulled his phone from his pocket. The signal was there still, weak but present.
He thumbed a text message to Kendrick, hoping the man would notice that one had arrived on his own cell.
About to make a move on the tower. Create a distraction.
Purkiss waited a further six agonising seconds while the message struggled to be sent.
Then another ten.
When no confirmation came, he sent the same message to Rebecca. There�d been no further gunfire in the mean time, which presumably meant they were all keeping their heads down.
Purkiss closed his eyes. He visualised himself up in the tower, three men sprawled at his feet, neutralised.
He absorbed the image into his limbs, his blood.
He counted down from three.
And emerged from behind the tree at a run.
* * *
The gunfire exploded almost immediately, and Purkiss thought distantly: this is it, then. Gunned down, without the chance to put up a defence.
But as his legs pumped and the foot of the hillock rushed towards him, his mind registered that he couldn�t have been shot if he heard the sound of multiple shots, since the shots would have stopped him before the sound reached his ears.
The gunfire was coming from the front of the tower.
The hillock slammed into him, as welcoming as a lover�s embrace after a long separation. Purkiss clung to its hard surface, fighting the urge to stay there, to hug it and banish all thought from his mind.
He looked up. From where he was, he was out of the sightline of the tower.
He began to clamber up the rough surface, his hands and feet finding easy purchase on the ruts and cracks and protrusions. To his right, round the front of the hill, the crash of automatic fire and the spang of bullets chipping shards off rock continued relentlessly.
At the top of the hillock, he peered at the tower.
The ladder was ten feet away.
For an instant he gazed up at the black window space directly above, like the proverbial deer frozen in the headlights.
He launched himself up onto the flat surface of the hillock�s top and sprinted at a crouch towards the base of the ladder, registering only now the pain in his foot, the fact that he was limping, hobbled not so much by the flesh wound as by the ruined, flapping shoe.
Purkiss slapped both hands on the uprights of the ladder and began to ascend. His right foot slipped off the first rung, and, glancing down, he saw the blood had made it slick.
He mounted the rungs with renewed resolve. Above and ahead, a wooden door hung ajar in the rear wall of the tower. The gunfire from within was, he hoped, masking the creaking of the ladder, the grind of his feet on the rungs.
He surged through the door without pausing to assess the scene, to gauge the odds, and saw a lone man positioned at the window opposite, an Armalite M16 trained downwards and outwards. The man turned his head as Purkiss entered.
Quickly, more quickly than Purkiss would have imagined feasible, the man dropped the rifle and swung his arm in a backhand arc.
Purkiss jerked his head and torso sideways even as he charged forward. The knife slammed into the door jamb behind him. Before the man could reach for another weapon Purkiss was on him, driving him back against the wall beside the front window space, the tower shuddering with the impact.
The man brought his arms up, the wrists crossed, and with astonishing strength prised Purkiss�s hands free from his shoulders. A knee came up and Purkiss parried it with his own. The man�s fist jabbed, fast and hard, and a starburst of pain exploded in Purkiss�s head.
He reeled back, tasting blood, the room tilting. The man kicked at his feet, a long sweep intended to knock him to the floor, but Purkiss raised one leg and stamped down on the man�s own foot. The man tottered for an instant and Purkiss closed in once more, nausea and the threat of disorientation clawing at him.
His head cannoned into the man�s belly, and he felt the hardness of washboard-honed muscle. The blow didn�t wind the man, but it drove him backward against the wall once again. Purkiss followed with a double rabbit-punch to the man�s flanks, aiming at the kidneys. One of his half-fists hit the spot and the man gasped and twisted sideways.
Purkiss hit him with an uppercut, a blow launched like a rocket from low down and rising high above his head, even after his fist connected with the underside of the man�s jaw. The man�s head snapped back and for a moment his heels left the floor. He crashed back against the wall and slid down.
Purkiss stepped back, the room around him no longer tilting but instead threatening to spin. He stooped and grabbed the MI6 from the floor, the hot barrel scorching his palm, and he swung it to cover the man. He was ten feet away, and even if his aim wasn�t true, all he really needed to do was pull the trigger. A wild burst of automatic fire couldn�t but find its mark.
The man knew it. He sat against the wall with his legs splayed cartoonishly before him. From the corner of his mouth, a rivulet of blood wound its way down his chin. His eyes, just short of glazed, tried to focus on Purkiss�s face.
Purkiss took a few seconds to steady himself, deliberately feeling the flatness of the floor beneath each foot. His breathing was still rapid, but would take care of itself, as would his hammering pulse. What he was afraid of was vomiting. It was impossible to keep an opponent covered while one�s stomach was ejecting its contents, and though he didn�t think the man was capable of anything resembling swift action, he sensed that this was not an enemy to be underestimated.
He studied the man, registering fully what his senses had already told him but he had been unable to process.
The man was blocky and taut and muscular, dressed in a white cheesecloth shirt and khaki chinos. His skin was so deeply tanned it appeared burnished, the wrinkles and seams on his face giving it the appearance of stitched leather. The eyes were an almost alarming black, like those of a bird of prey, and the downturned, contemptuous mouth added further to the image. The hair on his head was cropped back to stubble, and startlingly white against the mahogany scalp.
He looked at least sixty-five years old.
On a table below the front and side windows, Purkiss saw an array of weapons. There was the RPG launcher, and a crate of grenades. Alongside it lay a slide-action shotgun and two pistols, one a Sig-Sauer semiautomatic, the other an Israeli Desert Eagle.
The table beneath the side window held an old Enfield L42A1 sniper rifle.
Purkiss glanced about the room, the movement making his head spin. There was no other exit. The man was alone, and had been operating the guns on his own, alternating between one and the next.
A one-man army.
Keeping his feet well away from the man�s reach, Purkiss moved to the front window aperture. He looked down, saw the rocky plain stretching to the ridge, pocked with boulders and clusters of stone.
Purkiss called: �Come on up. It�s secure.�
He couldn�t tell how loudly he�d shouted, because aural feedback was still impaired by the ringing from the grenade blast. It was the reason he didn�t hear the footfall behind him.
The door swung open and he caught it from the corner of his eye and spun, bringing the M16 up.
Kendrick stood there, the Walther in his hands, extended. Beyond it, his eyes blazed.
�Tony,� said Purkiss. �We�re secure.�
Kendrick transferred his stare to the man on the floor. He swung the pistol to bear on him.
�Tony,� Purkiss said urgently. �Don�t.�
He watched Kendrick�s finger tighten inside the trigger guard.
And flung the M16 straight at him, end-on as if letting go of a battering ram.
The barrel struck Kendrick in the chest. He recoiled, grunting. But the pistol moved away from the man on the floor and back to Purkiss.
Purkiss spread his hands wide, thinking: if this is it, it�s the most ironic way to die the gods could have imagined for me.
�We need him alive, Tony,� he said, unsure if he shouted it or spoke in a whisper.
Rebecca appeared in the doorway behind Kendrick, Delatour close behind. Kendrick half turned.
Purkiss stepped up to him and placed a hand on his forearm, pushing the gun down gently but firmly.
They stood, spaced apart, and stared down at the white-haired man. He�d drawn his legs in but remained sitting against the wall. His eyes had regained their focus.
Keeping his gaze on Purkiss alone, he spat out a wad of tooth and blood.
Purkiss said: �Get up.�
The man didn�t ask for assistance, nor was any offered to him. He didn�t make a big show of it, but rose slowly, a quick, tight grimace his only sign of discomfort.
He stood, feet braced apart, arms folded, head tilted back. As if he was the captor, the interrogator, rather than at the mercy of four opponents.
�You�re Purkiss,� he said. His voice was a guttural rasp, made thicker by the broken teeth, the no-doubt bitten tongue.
Purkiss said: �Saul Gideon.�
The man didn�t reply, didn�t nod. But his eyes confirmed to Purkiss that he was right.
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Kendrick said: �I say we waste the bastard.�
It was a clich�d line, and Gideon�s mouth twitched in contempt. His eyes remained trained on Purkiss�s.
�Geezer tried to kill us,� said Kendrick, his tone unnervingly reasonable, as if he was politely pointing out to somebody that they were jumping a queue. The Walther hung by his side, but his index finger was still inside the trigger guard, Purkiss noticed.
�I tried to kill you,� said Gideon, still looking at Purkiss, �because I assumed you�d come to kill me. Nothing you�ve done so far has persuaded me to abandon that assumption.� His accent was English public school, clipped and precise.
Kendrick shook his head, chortled. �Look at that. He won�t even face me. Keeps talking to you, as if that�ll impress me.�
Gideon said, �Why would I talk to the monkey when I�ve got the organ grinder in front of me?�
Kendrick bit his lip. He took a step forward, aimed the pistol two-handed at Gideon�s groin.
�Just for that,� he snarled, �I�m starting with the bollocks.�
Purkiss said, �Tony.� He nodded at Gideon. �All right. Talk.�
�Not here.� Gideon gestured beyond Purkiss at the door. �There�s quite a lot to say, on your part as well as mine. We�ll be better served down below.�
�Here�s fine,� said Purkiss.
The older man sighed. �You bloody idiot. I have closed-circuit cameras around this island. The screens are in a room downstairs. If you�re not the threat I�ve been waiting for, then it�s still coming. I need to keep an eye out.� He winced, moving his jaw awkwardly. �If you�re afraid of a trap, afraid I�ve got backup waiting downstairs, then go and take a look yourselves. There�s plenty of hardware here.� He indicated the guns. �One of you can stand guard over me while we wait.�
Purkiss considered for a moment. Then he stood aside.
�Lead the way.�
Gideon walked fluidly, with the prowling confidence of a much younger man, an athlete. He strode to the door and began climbing down the ladder. Purkiss waited at the top, covering him with the gun, before descending himself.
For the first time Purkiss had an opportunity to study the rest of the ruins behind the fa�ade and the tower. Most of them were just that � ruins � with barely a wall left intact. He didn�t have enough knowledge of Ancient Greek architecture to be able to pinpoint the era.
Behind the remains of an interior wall, Gideon stopped and squatted. He grasped an iron ring in the stone floor and heaved, his muscles bunching beneath his shirtsleeves. A trapdoor peeled away and he let it crash to the ground.
Purkiss peered down. Iron rungs in the wall of a brick-lined, cylindrical shaft led down into an artificially lit room.
�I�ll go first,� he said.
Gideon stood aside. Purkiss descended ten feet and found himself in an office-cum-living space, square and perhaps thirty feet to a side, hewn out of rock and buttressed by heavy stone supports. Nearby, a bank of video monitors showed a jerkily changing array of images from around the islet. At the far end of the room stood a rudimentary cot bed and a small table with a single chair.
He signalled for the others to follow him. Gideon came first, and moved swiftly to the desk with the monitors. He examined them systematically, changing the images one by one.
A water cooler stood against one wall. Gideon filled a plastic cup, drank deeply. �Help yourselves,� he said indifferently.
Purkiss looked around the room. It was a single person�s abode, there was no question about it.
�How long have you lived here?� he said.
�On and off, six years.� Gideon eyed Purkiss�s foot. �You need a dressing?�
�No. But a pair of shoes would be useful.�
Purkiss had meant it as an offhand remark, but Gideon made his way to a cupboard door built into the wall. He tossed out a pair of boots.
�Those should fit.�
Kendrick twitched impatiently, shifting from foot to foot. He�d put the gun away, at least.
Gideon didn�t offer them a seat. He perched on the edge of the desk. For the first time he seemed to take the other three in.
�So what�s the story?� said Purkiss.
Gideon said: �Vale sent you.�
�Yes.�
�Before he died.�
�He left me a posthumous message,� Purkiss said. �He warned me that you might be dangerous. Though he said you were one of us.�
�I recognised you when you got off the boat.� Gideon tipped his head at the bank of monitors. �My first thought was that you were leading an assassination squad.�
�Why?�
�I assumed you�d turned against Vale. That you were working for them.�
�Who�s them?� Purkiss asked.
Gideon gazed off to one side, as if marshalling his thoughts. Then: �Cronos.�
He watched Purkiss closely, as if trying to read a lie in his eyes.
In a moment, he said, �I see. You don�t know.�
* * *
�You�ve heard of the Greek myth. The Cronos myth.�
Purkiss and the others had pulled up what chairs they could find, Kendrick perching himself on the edge of the desk at the other end from Gideon.
�Yes,� said Purkiss. �The titan son of Gaia and Uranus. Father of the gods.�
�It�s usually spelled Cronus, or nowadays Kronos,� said Gideon. �But this version has a C and two Os. The father of Zeus, whom he tried to eat, as he�d done with all his other children. Zeus turned against him, defeated him. Castrated him, in fact, though modern tellings tend to expurgate that detail.�
Gideon paused; not, Purkiss thought, for dramatic effect, but rather because he was about to reveal something he�d never told anyone before.
�You�re Vale�s man,� said Gideon. �You neutralise renegade elements within the Service.�
It wasn�t posed as a question, so Purkiss didn�t answer.
�You�ll have wondered where this all started,� Gideon continued. �Where Vale comes from. Whether you follow a long line of people with similar remits to yours.�
�Naturally,� said Purkiss.
Gideon got up, took a few slow paces away, turned and came back.
�In the late nineteen seventies � �77, to be exact � a high-ranking officer in SIS decided, unilaterally and without official sanction, that the Service needed to be cleansed. We were losing the espionage war against the enemy. There�d been the Philby scandal the previous decade, and the rest of the Cambridge spies before that. Anthony Blunt was yet to be exposed publicly, but he was known about. The apple was rotten, and the worms needed cutting out. Our high-level asset decided that the best place to start was by targeting the criminals. Not necessarily the traitors or the moles, but the agents behaving in reprehensible ways, for personal gain. It was the concept of zero-tolerance policing, two decades before it became fashionable.�
Gideon drew off another cupful of water from the cooler and drained it.
�And so Cronos was born. Nobody knows if he called himself that, or if it was a moniker bestowed on him as his legend grew. But he was the father of the gods. The gods being the people who sought out the wrongdoers within the Service, and punished them for their sins.
�There were four of us. Quentin Vale. Oliver Clay. Helen Marchand. And myself. You�re known vulgarly, Purkiss, as the Ratcatcher. We had no such description. Because nobody knew about us. Our activities, our countermeasures against the rogue and criminal elements within the ranks of the Service, were truly clandestine. Our job wasn�t to deter. It was to eliminate.�
The older man�s eyes had changed, the black irises expanding so that they crowded out the whites. Purkiss could imagine that stare, thirty or forty years ago, provoking the same effect in a transgressor as any interrogator from the formal enemy, the KGB, could achieve.
�We were in many ways like the gods of the ancient Greeks. And I say that without any hint of pretentiousness. Our characters, our personas, were contrasting and complimentary. There was Vale, the thoughtful, serious one. Clay the joker, the buffoon. Myself, Gideon, the irascible, restless man of action. And Helen Marchand, the mother figure, the peacemaker who held us all together, and sometimes kept us apart when it was necessary.�
He broke eye contact for a moment.
�Each of us had his or her own motivation for doing what we did. In my case, it was loyalty. That most sneered-at of virtues, in today�s degenerate world. But I owed the Service, Purkiss. And not merely for giving me employment.
�I was born in 1943, in Poland. As an infant I was spirited out along with my mother and a few members of my extended family. I grew up in England, and never knew the horrors of that era first hand. But my father was left behind, in Chelmno extermination camp. I spent the first twelve years of my adult life trying to find the people responsible for the administration of the particular section of the camp in which my father was held, and in which he was murdered. The Service � SIS � helped me to find them.
�It became my Service. My family. I swore a blood oath to it. And I was proud to serve it as Cronos directed, by keeping it clean. Keeping it honourable.�
Gideon seemed to pull himself back to the present. His gaze snapped to Purkiss once more.
�At some point, Cronos changed. We were in part to blame for that, the four of us. We were so successful, so effective at what we did, that Cronos became convinced we were being underused. He began to envisage us, under his leadership, as needing to broaden our scope. To start formulating and implementing policy within SIS. Even when such policy didn�t have official sanction.�
�He wanted to create a fifth column,� said Purkiss.
�Yes.� The anger was back in Gideon�s voice, but it had a different quality to that which he�d displayed when talking about his father. �A black-ops cell, in current parlance, although that doesn�t quite capture it. We weren�t simply to carry out unofficial operations. We were to become a guiding force within the Service, one which would steer it in the direction Cronos believed it should be heading. Freed from accountability to Parliament and the Prime Minister, invisible to scrutiny.�
Gideon sat down again on the edge of the desk. He glanced at the monitors for a few seconds.
More quietly, he said: �It was arrogance in the extreme. Hubris. And we couldn�t permit it. Couldn�t allow the Service we�d purified and nurtured with such passion to become corrupted in such a flagrant manner, turned into one man�s megalomaniacal tool. So we raised arms against Cronos, our creator. The gods turned upon their father. We castrated him.�
Kendrick let out a guffaw, the sound startling in the enclosed space.
Without looking at him, Gideon said, �Your friend takes me literally. Of course that�s not exactly what happened. But we curbed Cronos�s ambitions, and with them his power, so yes, castration is an apt metaphor.�
He exhaled deeply.
�The programme, or whatever it was that the four of us constituted, fell apart. We went our separate ways. I left the Service, as did Helen. Vale and Clay remained. And Vale took up the mantle, in his dogged way. He became the new Cronos, if you like, though a gentler, more low-key version. He began to recruit his own agents.�
A frown creased Gideon�s forehead.
�All of this, the great disruption, the neutralisation of Cronos, happened in 1999. More than two decades after it all began. You would have been a boy then, Purkiss. Twenty-three or twenty-four. Vale couldn�t have recruited you at that time.�
�No,� said Purkiss. �I first met him in 2008.�
Gideon nodded. �So he had others before you. Interesting.�
Purkiss let that pass. He said: �What happened to the rest of you? Clay, Helen Marchand? You?�
�Helen died five or six years ago of cancer. I hadn�t kept in touch with her, but I made it my business to update myself about her situation.� Gideon paused for a moment, before he clapped his hands together softly, as if closing a book. �I myself started a small business, providing security to the shipping lanes along the Mediterranean seaways. The business turned out more successful than I�d expected, and I was able to retire in 2006. I met Vale only once after the great schism, but I�ve monitored his whereabouts and his movements all the way through. Right up until a few months ago.�
�And the other one?� said Purkiss. �Clay?�
Gideon folded his hands beneath his chin and leaned on them. His dark predator�s eyes focused on a distant point, in time as well as in space.
He held the position for a long time.
�Oliver Clay has disappeared,� he said. �My reach is extensive. But Clay has evaded my grasp. I know he remained with SIS up until at least 2002. Since then, however, he�s vanished from my radar. And that has always perturbed me. Because in order to make yourself invisible to me, you have to take special, deliberate measures.�
Purkiss thought he knew what was coming next. But he offered no prompt.
Gideon stood up. This time he didn�t pace.
He said, carefully, quietly, �I believe this current business, the downing of the Turkish Airlines flight in order to assassinate Vale, your arrival here to find me, is ultimately at the instigation of Clay. He was always the one I trusted the least. Vale, Helen, they were undemonstrative people. Vale was the more unreadable of the two, but you always had the sense that his taciturnity was genuine, that it wasn�t a mask. Whereas Clay and I were the volatile ones, the prima donnas if you like. And my experience after more than forty years in the game, Purkiss, is that the most effective and duplicitous spies are the flamboyant ones. Not the quiet, mousy wallflowers of popular depiction. Look at Burgess. Look at Maclean. They were raucous, promiscuous drunks who actively sought the limelight. Yet they hoodwinked the establishment for years while selling out their country, precisely because they seemed too obvious to be anything other than what they appeared to be.�
He took another sip of water from the cup of water he�d filled.
�Clay was, as I�ve said, a buffoon. He was coarse and crass. But he was also calculating. He broke the rules, even by our standards. He always gave the impression that he enjoyed his status as a persecutor of renegade agents, not just because he was doing the right thing for the Service and for his country, but because he revelled in the power he wielded. I believe Clay has taken it upon himself to eliminate, after all these years, the rest of us. The other gods, and those who serve them. Helen is of course already dead, so that leaves Vale and me. Clay has been successful against Vale. I�m next. And you, Purkiss, as Vale�s prot�g�, are also in Clay�s sights.�
�To what end?� said Purkiss. �Why is Clay killing you off, after all these years as you say?�
Gideon tipped his head. �I can�t be certain. But a couple of possibilities spring to mind. One is that Clay has himself betrayed the Service. Gone renegade. And he knows there are people out there who will track him down. People like me, and Vale, and you. So he�s taking us out in a pre-emptive strike.�
�You said a couple of possibilities.�
�The second,� said Gideon, �is that Clay intends to revive the agenda which Cronos tried to implement at the end. The creation of a fifth column, an underhand and clandestine faction within the Service whose mission it will be to steer Service policy towards ends that do not necessarily have official approval, and are not subject to the usual rigorous governance. Effectively, it would turn the entire Service into a black-ops outfit.�
�Clay sees himself as a new Cronos,� said Purkiss.
�Precisely. I believe this second scenario is the more likely one. Cronos is rising, reborn.�
The questions crowded in Purkiss�s mind, jostling for priority. Something else was nagging at him, a half-formed notion that slipped out of his grasp every time he tried to concentrate on it.
He said, �And the original Cronos? What happened to him?�
�We dealt with him.�
�You killed him?�
�We dealt with him,� Gideon repeated. �He has nothing to do with this. Believe me.�
Rebecca said: �Look.�
She was staring at the bank of monitors. Purkiss got up and stepped forward, peering closely.
On two of the screens, each of them showing a different area of the island�s edge, men were clambering up the banks of rock. They moved with the quick stealth of professionals. Most of them had automatic weapons slung across their chests.
There were at least ten of them.
Gideon said softly, �And so it begins.�

Twenty-one

Purkiss said: �What�s through that door?� He indicated the far end of the room.
They were on the move, Gideon opening the door to the storage cupboard from which he�d fetched the spare pair of boots for Purkiss. He removed a shotgun which he tossed to Purkiss, who caught it one-handed.
�More storage,� said Gideon. �There�s no way out through here. We have to go up.� He produced a handgun and held it out to Delatour.
�Or, we stay put,� said Purkiss. He worked the slide of the shotgun. It was a Remington 11�87, a US police weapon. �Pick them off as they come down the hatch.�
Gideon shook his head as he jammed another pistol into his waistband. �Too much of a gamble. They may have teargas, grenades, whatever. Plus, the bulk of my weapons are up there in the tower.� He nodded at Rebecca. �I haven�t got anything for you down here.�
Gideon reached the rungs in the wall first and began to ascend, Purkiss close behind. He�d glanced at the monitors as he passed them. The men were gone from the screens.
The daylight poured down as Gideon pushed the trapdoor open. Purkiss climbed out after him and crouched, turning through three hundred and sixty degrees, scanning the environment. From where he was, down among the ruins, he couldn�t see the rest of the island.
They moved at a stoop among the ruins towards the ladder leading up to the tower. At the base, Purkiss turned again and did another survey.
No sign of the men.
�Those screens covered the northern part of the island,� said Gideon, indicating. The island stretched back towards the sea, longer behind than it was in front. Purkiss estimated the distance to the northern tip at around one mile.
It might buy them some time.
He climbed up after Gideon, feeling as if a target was painted in bright neon on his exposed back. If they have long guns� But he reached the door at the top. Instead of following Gideon through, he turned and gazed across the island while Rebecca, Delatour and Kendrick climbed up the ladder. Kendrick was grinning.
�Like the old days,� he said to Purkiss.
Purkiss propped the door open behind them. It meant that, with the window spaces in the front and side walls, they had a view in all directions.
Gideon was busy with the RPG launcher. Rebecca had picked up the other shotgun, while Kendrick laid immediate claim to the M16.
Purkiss said, �I�m going down. There�s no point all of us staying up here. If they close in, I might be able to pick some of them off from behind.�
Gideon nodded. �One of you needs to stay up here. In case I get taken out.�
Delatour said, �I�ve used one of those before.� He gestured at the RPG. �I could take over if need be.�
�All right.� Purkiss headed for the doorway. �Rebecca, you stick with me. We�ll find somewhere to hole up among the ruins. Tony, you separate out and lie low nearby.�
On the ground once more, they moved out among the ruins. Purkiss found a stretch of wall, about six feet high, along the eastern aspect of the hillock. He signalled to Kendrick to position himself on the other side.
Purkiss sat with his back against the wall, Rebecca beside him. All there was to do was wait. The tinnitus from the grenade blast was still there, not as overwhelming as before but thin and high-pitched and distracting. It meant it would be difficult to hear any footfalls.
Rebecca murmured, �How did they find us?�
�They found us at the hotel,� said Purkiss. �So they may have traced us from there on. Maybe the clerk who organised the boat for us told them where we�d gone.�
He twisted round to look up at the tower. Gideon�s face appeared in the window on the east side. He appeared to be staring into the distance as if he�d spotted something.
As Purkiss watched, Gideon raised the RPG launcher, propping it on the window ledge.
Purkiss shuffled to the end of the broken wall and peered round in the direction Gideon was looking.
At least four men were advancing, picking their way up the rocky slope in much the same way that Purkiss and the others had done, running from boulder to boulder.
Purkiss looked back up at Gideon in the window. He wasn�t going to be able to hit all of them, but there were plenty of grenades in his stash. He was going to do it by a process of attrition, picking them off however he could, individually if necessary.
In the next instant, Gideon�s forehead erupted in red and he dropped out of sight.
Purkiss recoiled instinctively behind the wall as the shot rang out over the island.
Rebecca drew close, confusion in her eyes. Purkiss said: �Gideon�s down.� He ratcheted the shotgun.
From the other side of the wall, he heard yells as the men broke cover.
For a split-second, Purkiss had thought one of the men out there had used a long gun. But Gideon had jolted forward, not back, as the wound had bloomed in his forehead.
It was an exit wound. The shot had come from inside the tower.
�Delatour did it,� Purkiss said. �Get ready.�
Rebecca didn�t reply, and Purkiss didn�t wait to see what effect his words had had. He strained his ears to try and gauge how close the men were.
When he felt he could delay no longer, he lunged beyond the wall, the shotgun extended.
A man loomed ten feet away as he hauled himself over the edge of the hillock. Purkiss pulled the Remington�s trigger, feeling the shotgun buck in his hands. The blast caught the man in the chest and he dropped back with a scream.
�Tony,� yelled Purkiss, without turning. �Watch the other side of the hill.�
A second man rolled over the ridge, further down. He was fast, but Purkiss swung the shotgun across and pumped the slide and fired again. The man went down.
Purkiss stared up at the tower. Delatour had appeared in the window. He sighted down the RPG. It was aimed directly at Purkiss and Rebecca.
Purkiss threw himself into Rebecca, knocking her sideways, seizing her awkwardly with the Remington still clutched in his grasp and rolling with her, over and over, the rough rocky ground painful beneath them.
He felt the detonation of the grenade like a sonic punch to his entire body, the heat of the flame that roared behind him. A cascade of rock and stone rained down and he ducked his head, shielding Rebecca�s averted face beneath him. The shock of the blast was almost paralysing, but Purkiss hauled himself to his knees and grabbed Rebecca�s arm and dragged her upright.
Agony seared up his leg. He looked down and saw that his right trouser leg was on fire. Purkiss shook his leg, grabbed handfuls of gravel and sand and flung them over the flame until it had ebbed. He slapped the rest out with his hand.
Delatour would follow with another grenade, was likely taking aim at that very moment. Purkiss saw a shape from the corner of his right eye, whipped his head round, saw a third man a few feet away on top of the ridge with his rifle aimed and knew that this was it, that he hadn�t time to bring the shotgun across.
The man jerked like a marionette as the bullets stitched across his torso, lifting him off his feet before he slammed supine on the ground. Kendrick stood among the ruins to the left, the M16 in his hands. Once again his face was contorted in a grin.
�Slow, Purkiss,� he said.
Purkiss said, �Up there. Delatour,� and as Kendrick swung the Armalite to bear on the tower, Purkiss scanned the side of the island nearest to him. There�d been four men approaching. They�d despatched three. The remaining one was unlikely to climb the hillock now, and would be regrouping with the others.
The M16 chattered and bucked in Kendrick�s hands. The wall of the tower around the window shot off chippings of wood and stone. Delatour might not get hit, but at least the return fire kept him from taking aim with the RPG.
�Three down,� said Purkiss, thinking aloud. �At least seven more, plus Delatour now. Eight against three.� He jerked his head in the direction of the far side of the island. �We need to get to Gideon�s boats.�
�Nah,� said Kendrick. He�d stopped shooting, but continued to stare up at the tower. �I�m going to get that bastard up there. Fucking turncoat.�
�No time, Tony.� Purkiss grabbed at his arm. �You�ll waste ammo. And if you go up there, he�ll be waiting, or the others will pick you off.�
�Shit.� Kendrick�s grin had been replaced by an ugly clenched-teeth snarl. He glared up at the tower again, but lowered the rifle.
�We spread out,� said Purkiss. �They�ll be expecting us to come down the western side of the hill, over there, because that�s the side where the boats are. So we go down this side and work our way round.�
They spaced themselves along the top of the hillock, Kendrick glancing up repeatedly at the tower. There was nobody visible on the plain below. Purkiss scrambled down the side and waited for the others to do the same.
If they made their way round the northern aspect of the hillock, they�d pass beneath the fa�ade and the tower. On the other hand, the men would probably be around the southern end since they�d approached from that direction.
Purkiss nodded. �Tony,� he said, keeping his voice low. �You head round that way. You�ll be able to keep the tower in sight, and you�ve got the range to hit Delatour if he appears in the window. We�ll take the other way.�
Purkiss and Rebecca moved quickly along the circumference of the hillock, keeping close to its slope. The shotgun looked too large for her hands, but she seemed to handle it with familiarity, Purkiss thought.
The first of the men darted his head around a jutting pillar of rock in the hillside a few feet ahead. Purkiss fired the Remington reflexively, from the hip, blasting away a chunk of rock and dust, and he heard a cry of pain.
They charged forwards, Purkiss and Rebecca, and on the other side of the outcropping found the man reeling, clutching his bloody face where the shot had caught him, while a second man tried to shove him out of the way. Purkiss and Rebecca fired at almost the same time, hurling both men back against the rock.
Five down, thought Purkiss. Maybe five left, plus Delatour. Maybe more.
They worked their way rapidly round to the western side of the hillock. Kendrick emerged from the other direction, walking sideways some distance away from the base of the hill, his gaze trained on the tower. Purkiss scanned the rocky plain.
�Where are the others?� said Rebecca.
�They�ll know we�re headed for the boats,� said Purkiss. �They�ll be waiting for us down there. So we need to try and find where their transport is moored.�
They struck out northwards across the long extension of the islet, Purkiss and Rebecca spaced apart in parallel at the front, Kendrick behind them, walking backwards, the M16 trained on the tower. At one point Purkiss heard the sharp report of a single shot from the assault rifle, and he turned his head.
�Saw him there,� muttered Kendrick. �In the doorway. He was having a look out to see if the coast was clear. I�ll get him next time.�
The islet sloped towards the north so that the edge could barely be described as a cliff. The ground dipped sufficiently over the final fifty yards or so that the hillock, and the tower, disappeared from view. It meant they could no longer keep tabs on the tower, but it meant also that Delatour wouldn�t be able to see them to launch another grenade.
They found the boats, two of them, on a flat stretch of rock in a tiny cove. They were inflatables, both of them, with outboard motors and each capable of carrying probably six people. It suggested to Purkiss that his initial estimate had been correct, and that there were indeed ten of the men, or at most twelve.
He pulled the cord on one of the motors and it barked into life, the sound carrying out across the water and, presumably, back across the island. He nodded to Kendrick, who put two single shots from the M16 though the floor of the second boat.
They launched out, Purkiss at the tiller. He steered them north, intending to put as much distance as he could between them and the islet before thinking about where exactly they were headed.
It took little more than a minute for the throb of a second, sleeker engine to reach Purkiss�s ears. He scanned the sea all around, and saw the boat approaching at speed from the west.
Gideon�s boat. The men must have heard the motor, or guessed what Purkiss and the others had in mind, and set off in pursuit.
* * *
The first shots came when the speedboat was more than two hundred yards away.
The water around the boat sizzled and churned under the multiple impacts. Purkiss flattened himself as best he could while keeping his hand on the tiller. Rebecca lay prone at the bottom of the boat, alongside Kendrick.
It was an inflatable dinghy, and they had no hope of outrunning the faster vessel.
Purkiss made the kind of gut-driven decision which in calmer, more reflective circumstances he would never have considered.
He waited for a lull in the firing, then grabbed the Remington and heaved himself belly-first up onto the side of the boat and braced his feet and leaped overboard.
He�d angled himself forward and outward so as to avoid the propellor, but even so he felt its foamy churning frighteningly close as the water engulfed him.
For what seemed like ten seconds, too long, he twisted and tumbled, struggling to orientate himself in the muffled, green-grey murk of his new environment. The sunlight was thin, and it meant the shapes on the surface were only vaguely outlined.
But he made out, his eyes burning from the salt water, the dark outline of the approaching speedboat.
From above, he heard the distorted sound of automatic fire, and he knew it was Kendrick. Purkiss kicked his legs, needing to put distance between himself and the oncoming boat.
When he�d got far enough away that it would be worth the risk, with his lungs on fire as they protested for air, Purkiss kicked once more with his legs extended straight below him, driving himself to the surface.
His head broke free in a shower of spume. He registered the speedboat almost adjacent to him now, the dinghy further away but with the gap closing.
Treading water hard, Purkiss lifted the shotgun and took aim. As he squeezed back on the trigger, one of the men on board saw him and brought his rifle across.
The blast from the Remington hit the speedboat�s motor at a range of ten feet. Shards of metal tore away and the boat juddered, tipping to one side so that a man toppled overboard. The boat continued forward but veered out towards the open sea, black smoke trailing from the wrecked motor.
Five seconds later, as the remaining men on board turned to continue firing while trying to keep the boat under control, the motor exploded. A ball of orange and black flame rocketed vertically upwards and outwards, the sound thumping and cracking across the surface an instant later.
Purkiss looked round, reorientating himself once again. He saw Kendrick standing in the dinghy, his mouth wide in a berserker�s roar, the rifle shuddering in his hands. Amid the chopping of the water, Purkiss could make out at least one body, possibly two.
He trod water as he watched the dinghy turn in a slow arc and head back towards him, Rebecca steering.
* * *
They searched the islet from end to end, but Delatour was gone.
It didn�t take Purkiss long to discover how he�d made his escape. Gideon�s yacht, which had been moored alongside the speedboat, was missing. Delatour must have heard, or sensed, that his associates had been defeated. He�d cut his losses and run.
In Gideon�s bunker, they found little of interest apart from dry clothes, which Purkiss put on. Gideon himself lay on his back in the tower room, his lips drawn back in his ruined face, as if he�d been angry and defiant to the last. Without fully understanding why he did it, Purkiss used his phone to take a photo of the dead man. With Kendrick�s help, he hauled the body down the ladder and into the bunker, where he laid it out on the bed.
It seemed more appropriate than leaving him out there for the birds to devour.
�We need to get moving,� Purkiss said. �Delatour may come back, or send reinforcements.�
�He killed one of his own associates,� Rebecca observed without emotion. �Back in the hotel.�
�Yes,� said Purkiss. �It cemented his cover. He must have been the one who tipped them off in the first place that we were at the hotel. And he would have signalled them as soon as he knew the name of the island. They wouldn�t have been far away, because I�d led him to believe we were going to Ressos and he would have directed them there in the first instance.�
The internet connection on the computer in the bunker was slow but serviceable. Rebecca pulled up a detailed map of the archipelago. The closest apparently inhabited island was Kythnos, seven kilometres away.
�So Delatour�s working with this Oliver Clay,� said Rebecca as they headed back to the boat.
�Assuming Gideon�s belief is correct, that Clay�s behind this,� said Purkiss. �Delatour needed us to lead him to Gideon.�
�That just leaves you,� she said. �As their target.�
�Unless there are others whom we, or Gideon, don�t know about.� Purkiss started the motor once more. He was relieved the boat hadn�t been damaged in the shooting. �But yes. I take your point. They�ll be after me now, possibly exclusively.�
They cruised across the water. Kendrick sat with the M16 cradled in his lap, as if he was nursing a baby.
Purkiss watched as Rebecca took out her phone.
�What are you doing?� he said.
She held his gaze as she put the phone to her ear.
�Calling my control. Gareth Myles.�
�I thought you couldn�t contact him directly.�
�I lied,� she said.

Twenty-two

Twice a day, Kyrill Grabasov had his office suite swept for audio surveillance. It was standard procedure for a man in his position to be bugged by the FSB, the Russian domestic security police, and so he was cautious and oblique in everything he said within his office�s four walls, despite the sweeps.
But now, he felt the urge to minimise further the risk of being overheard. So he let his cell phone ring in his pocket while he made his way swiftly down to the lobby.
He found a relatively quiet street corner and took the phone out and dialled.
The Ferryman answered at once.
�Gideon is terminated,� he said.
Once more, that punch of triumph in Grabasov�s chest.
He said, �Good.�
�Purkiss is still at large. And Artemis is dead.�
The Ferryman gave a concise account. Grabasov felt a mild frustration set his nerves on edge, but not the overpowering anger he�d experienced before, when Gideon had hoodwinked him in Ankara. The loss of Artemis � he�d been among his men on the island � was of little consequence.
�You have any leads as to Purkiss�s whereabouts?� he said.
�No.� The Ferryman paused. �But Gideon told Purkiss about Clay, and about his belief that Clay is responsible for events.�
Grabasov watched a pedestrian crossing the road remonstrate with a driver who�d braked sharply to avoid colliding with her. He considered what the Ferryman had said.
The Ferryman continued: �I think I know a way to make Purkiss come to me.�
* * *
Grabasov took a walk after the call ended, to stretch his legs and think.
He�d known the Ferryman, Delatour, more than four years. In that time, he�d been impressed. Delatour was an efficient killer, with an ultimate success rate of one hundred per cent. He was shrewd, adaptable, and resourceful.
But he�d been outmanoeuvred by Purkiss this time. And while that didn�t mean he wouldn�t get him eventually � indeed, he�d up his game in order to do so � his idea sounded to Grabasov a fanciful one. It made assumptions about Purkiss�s mindset, his character, which were largely speculative.
Then again, there was Purkiss�s track record to consider. Grabasov wasn�t privy to the finer details of the missions Purkiss had pulled off, but his methods portrayed a man with certain convictions.
In any case, Grabasov couldn�t think of a more obviously workable plan. And the longer they took to locate Purkiss, the more likely it was that he�d disappear forever.
Grabasov looked at his watch. Ninety minutes until his meeting at the Kremlin, with the President.
He set off back to the office to prepare himself.

Twenty-three

The hotel was a quiet one, elegant rather than overtly commercial. The coolness of the lobby was matched by the muted whites and blues of the d�cor, and there appeared to be few guests about.
They�d flown in to the private Alexion Airport in Portocheli on a chartered plane from Kythnos. Heading straight back to Athens was too much of a risk. Rebecca had organised the flight, while Purkiss had done a surveillance check and Kendrick had paced the airport terminal restlessly. Purkiss had made him leave the Armalite behind, dumped in the sea with the magazine removed, near where they�d abandoned the dinghy on the shore of Kythnos island. He�d told Kendrick to do the same with the Walther pistol. Kendrick hadn�t been happy.
�What if he�s waiting for us?� he said, sounding like a thwarted adolescent.
�He won�t be,� said Purkiss. �And we�re going flying. You�d never get those things through.�
Rebecca hadn�t said any more about her phone call earlier, and Purkiss hadn�t asked. She�d murmured softly into the phone, saying that Saul Gideon was dead and asking for a rendezvous.
�He�ll meet us in Portocheli,� she said simply after hanging up.
It might be a trap, Purkiss thought. But that was unlikely. She was too open about it.
After their arrival in the town, Rebecca paid cash for a rental car. She took the wheel, as was her custom, and the three of them rode in silence to the hotel.
They took the stairs to the second floor. Rebecca led the way to a door numbered 27. She hesitated outside, then knocked softly.
�Come in.� A man�s voice.
Purkiss stepped past Rebecca, pushed the door open himself.
The smell registered with him first. Acrid and thick, it was immediately familiar, triggering Purkiss�s olfactory cortex and sparking instantaneous connections with memories.
A man sat on the edge of the room�s single bed. His height and his stoop were both noticeable even though he was seated. His dark skin was offset by his grey hair, still remarkably thick despite his age.
Between his ochre fingers a cigarette burned.
�John,� said Vale.
* * *
Rebecca closed the door behind them. Vale might have given her a signal to do so, but Purkiss hadn�t noticed.
His disorientation was so intense he felt his consciousness threaten to shut down.
Vale�s yellow eyes shifted past Purkiss�s shoulder. �And Mr Kendrick.�
Kendrick stepped forward. �You�re that black fella,� he said, his tone almost accusing. �Purkiss�s boss.�
�Correct,� said Vale gravely.
�You�re supposed to be dead.�
�Yes.� Vale rose stiffly to his feet. He pressed his cigarette out in the ashtray which lay on the bedspread beside him, and walked over to the dressing table. �Water?� A bottle stood beside several glasses.
Purkiss ignored the question. He said: �Quentin. What the hell.�
It wasn�t just relief that was tightening his chest. It was anger, too.
Vale poured himself a glass, drank, and began lighting a new cigarette. After the first inhale, he said: �I�m Gareth Myles. Rebecca�s contact. Or, I�ve taken his name, at least.� He paused, his face sombre. �The real Gareth Myles is dead. He boarded flight TA15 instead of me. He was a similar age to me, and of a similar racial background. It was relatively straightforward to produce a passport with a picture that resembled both of us.�
�You sent someone else to killed in your stead,� said Purkiss. The anger was coming to the fore now.
Vale shook his head once. He looked unoffended. �No. I didn�t know the plane was going to be brought down. Myles was retired CIA, an old friend of mine. I was aware I was being hunted, so I asked him for a favour. He was to travel to Istanbul under my guise. I was waiting there, and intended to identify whomever was following him. I had no idea they would try to kill me in that manner, by bringing down the plane.�
Purkiss tried to process it. He looked at Rebecca.
She said, �Everything I�ve told you is true, apart from this part. Quentin summoned me to Rome to protect you. He said he was in hiding, that he was presumed dead on the plane, and that I was to be his proxy, helping you in the search for Saul Gideon.�
�You understand why I did it, John,� said Vale, before Purkiss could speak. �I couldn�t make contact with you directly for two reasons. First, my enemies thought me dead. That was an advantage I held, and I couldn�t risk losing it. I knew they�d be after you, and as long as you were unaware I was still alive, I�d still be protected even if they caught you. The second reason was for your protection, John. If somehow the opposition did know I was still alive, any contact between the two of us would put you in danger.�
The data was flooding in too quickly for Purkiss to make complete sense of it all. He said, �You knew Gideon was holed up on the island.�
�Yes. I told you that myself, on the video I made you.�
�Didn�t you think to warn him that he was in danger?�
�He knew it already,� said Vale. �As soon as he heard the plane had gone down, supposedly with me on board.�
�But you didn�t warn him beforehand,� said Purkiss. �You knew there was a threat to you at least a week earlier, or so you said on the clip.�
Vale applied himself to his cigarette. Through the smoke, he said, �I couldn�t be certain, right up until now, that Gideon wasn�t the instigator of all this. That it wasn�t him resurrecting Cronos�s plans.�
�So that�s true, what Gideon said? About Cronos, and the four gods, as he called you?�
Vale nodded. �Rebecca sent me a message not long ago, informing me that Gideon told you all of that. Yes, it�s true. And with Gideon now above suspicion, and me as well, it means he was right. Clay is the man pulling the strings.�
�Do you know where he is?�
�Yes.�
The answer startled Purkiss.
Vale exhaled smoke, turning it into a sigh. �And that�s the problem. We need to bring him down, as a matter of urgency. But he�s in Moscow.�
Purkiss waited for more.
�He goes by the name of Kyrill Grabasov. You�ve heard of him?�
Purkiss searched his memory. �No.�
�You perhaps don�t read the financial papers. Grabasov is the CEO of Rosvolgabank. One of the six largest financial institutions in Russia.�
�So he�s got money,� said Purkiss. �Resources. It makes him harder to get at. It doesn�t make him invulnerable.�
�It�s infinitely more complicated than that,� Vale said heavily. �Think about it, John. Why might a former SIS asset reappear in the guise of a Russian citizen, in a senior position in the Moscow elite, with access to the highest levels of government?�
The answer came to Purkiss like a shot of some stimulant drug.
�Because he isn�t a former asset,� he said.
�Precisely.� Vale sat down again for the first time, as if pressed down by an invisible hand. �Kyrill Grabasov � Oliver Clay � is the highest-placed mole the British Secret Service has ever run within Russia.�
* * *
�His legend was built up with painstaking care over almost a decade. It was an operation originally planned during the Cold War, but it never came to fruition because of the difficulties of access to the Soviet Union. Then, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, before the grip began to tighten once more, SIS decided to revisit the idea.�
Vale had begun to wander the room, smoking as he walked. The rest of them, Purkiss and Rebecca and Kendrick, remained standing. Purkiss noticed that Kendrick had his eyes closed, like an unused computer which had entered sleep mode.
�I didn�t learn all of this until a year or two ago,� said vale. �Until then, I had no idea of Clay�s whereabouts. Now I understand why I had such difficulty tracking him down, and why Gideon did, too.�
He turned back from the window.
�The intelligence Clay provides is apparently first class. From it, SIS has been able to put together a picture of the Russian economic infrastructure, its strength and its weaknesses, which is richer than anyone else�s, even the CIA�s. The advantages to Britain are immeasurable. In addition, as I mentioned, Clay has the ear of senior Kremlin apparatchiks, up to and including, it�s rumoured, the President himself. He�s been able to supply details about power relations within the government, the various factions and camps which always develop in such bodies, of the kind we�d only ever get from senior defectors back in the Cold War days.�
Vale massaged the knuckles of his cigarette hand with the other. The arthritis in his fingers was becoming pronounced, Purkiss noticed.
�So you see our difficulty, John. The man we need to bring down in order to save our own lives, and in order to prevent SIS from becoming the kind of renegade outfit that sets itself up almost as a private government, is a man who�s regarded as untouchable by SIS itself.�
The silence that followed was broken by Kendrick, who shuffled his feet impatiently. He went to the bedside table and drank water directly from the bottle, noisily and sloppily.
Purkiss said, �Are there others involved, Quentin? Other targets, apart from you and me? And presumably Rebecca, by association?�
�No.�
Had there been the slightest flicker in Vale�s eyes, the merest hint of hesitation, before he�d answered?
�So what�s the story with Delatour?� said Purkiss. �You didn�t suspect him?�
For the first time, annoyance showed on Vale�s furrowed face. �No. And it rankles. But it just shows how devious Clay can be. He had one of his own people working for me for years. I became suspicious, of course, when Rebecca informed me that he�d approached you offering to help. But I told her to watch him, and report back any concerns to me.�
�He played us well,� said Purkiss. �Something I don�t understand, though. How did you come to realise in the first place that you were being targeted?�
�Tell tale signs,� said Vale. �Nothing obvious, nothing concrete. But it was the gradual accumulation of small details. A wrong number called to my phone. Evidence of surveillance in the street. An attempt by a hacker to breach the security safeguards on my computer. Little things. You develop a sixth sense, John. You know that.�
�Did you ever suspect me?� Purkiss said evenly.
�No.� Vale�s answer was neither hesitant, nor too quick.
He took another turn round the room. �The reason I decided on this rendezvous, John, is that things have moved on. Saul Gideon is dead. Clay knows we�re on to him. We�re past the stage of deceit, of clandestine activity. Of pretending. Our cold war has heated up. And we need to find a solution together.�
�You�re wrong,� said Purkiss.
Vale turned his head. �Say again?�
�About our being past the stage where deceit might be useful. We still have a trump card.� Purkiss paused. �Clay still believes you�re dead. We have the advantage of surprise.�
He told Vale what he had in mind.

Twenty-four

Grabasov seldom got home before ten p.m.. Often it was after midnight. On some nights, he didn�t go home at all, but slept in a small apartment annexed to his office.
Tonight, he made it back at eleven.
His wife, Dominika, was usually still awake, but on this occasion he found her in their bed in the darkness, dead to the world. Grabasov was relieved. When his day had been taken up with business matters, he enjoyed talking with her over a glass of wine, finding it cathartic. But when the major events of the day involved his other life, his secret one, he needed to be alone.
On such nights, he was tempted to sleep over in the annexe. But he was careful not to overdo his stays there. Dominika probably already suspected him of infidelity: it came with the territory of being a wealthy, powerful businessman. But too many nights away from home would suggest that he�d found himself a soulmate, rather than simply a mistress. Dominika might decide she�d had enough, and demand a divorce.
And she was an essential part of his cover.
In his previous life, as Oliver Clay, Grabasov had been moderately promiscuous. It had always amused him that his unprepossessing appearance, his excess weight and his boorishness and his puerile humour, had been no barriers to female interest in him, and he�d indulged his opportunities as and when the fancy took him. But ever since he�d begun his new existence � he couldn�t call it by the trivialising name of a mission � he�d been a model of restraint. There�d been no affairs, relatively little boozing by Russian standards, and strictly no corruption in the form of monetary malfeasance.
His position was simply too precious, too precarious, to risk.
He cleaned his teeth in the marbled bathroom. The sumptuousness of the fittings, of the entire house, left him indifferent. These trappings were for show, and for Dominika. Grabasov was no sybarite.
Before coming up to bed, he�d gone into the private study downstairs and booted up his computer. He accessed the dark web, the secret Internet with its hidden corridors beloved of terrorists and child molesters and paranoiacs, and brought up his email account through a complex series of codes and passwords.
There were no messages.
Grabasov still enjoyed the minutiae of the spying game. He�d been in it a long time, since the early 1970s, and so much had changed. Now, instead of trying to thwart the KGB�s countersurveillance measures through a sequence of dead-drop placements of microfilm, he was dodging the successor FSB�s attempts to infiltrate and police the underbelly of the online world. Grabasov had always believed the Soviet Union to have the most sophisticated and effective intelligence and counter-intelligence apparatus in the world, and he was now convinced that the new Russia beat the Americans and the British and the Chinese hands down in the field of electronic surveillance. And yet, he had managed to stay ahead of them.
Grabasov had no official handler in SIS. He was a unique asset, and the normal channels of line management therefore didn�t apply to him. Rather, he communicated with his employing organisation through a series of cut outs, men and women who relayed messages to him, and communicated his own messages back to London, without being fully aware of who he was or what his significance was in the scheme of things.
Daily he checked for new directives or pieces of intelligence from London. On most days, there were none. Today was typical.
Grabasov eased into bed beside Dominika. She was a heavy sleeper, and her slumber was usually enhanced by the wine or vodka she consumed in the evenings. Sometimes he wondered if they ought to have had children. There was still time, he knew. They�d been married just five years, and while he could only ever be a grandfatherly parent, Dominika was still young, only thirty four. Kids would further cement his image as a settled Russian citizen.
He lay on his back, hoping that sleep would come within the hour but knowing it wouldn�t, when the doorbell chimed downstairs.
Grabasov felt the freeze of panic he�d last experienced in his twenties, as a neophyte agent on an operation in Minsk.
Behind the Iron Curtain, a midnight knock at the door had meant only one thing. The KGB had come calling.
So this is it, he thought. After eleven years. A good eleven years. Productive, and worthwhile. They�ve caught up with me.
Grabasov turned his head to look at Dominika�s sleep-blurred face on the pillow beside his. She hadn�t stirred at the sound of the door. He knew when she was faking sleep, and this wasn�t one of the occasions.
He swung his legs out of bed quickly, wanting to get downstairs before the doorbell sounded a second time. He didn�t waste time putting on a dressing gown.
As he went down the staircase � he�d managed to steer Dominika away from the neo-Classical design she�d originally yearned for � Grabasov ran through the likely sequence of events. He�d done so before, countless times over the last decade; but previously it had all been so theoretical. For the first time, he was faced with the enormity of his fate, terrible in its imminence.
There would be the interrogation. It would be extensive, lasting weeks, perhaps months. It would begin in the Lubyanka, the notorious former KGB headquarters, and it would primarily involve elements of psychological coercion. Depending on how long he held out, and his captors would expect him to be of the highest resilience, given the dimensions of the fraud he had perpetrated on them, he might be subject to more fleshly methods of torture.
Grabasov knew he wouldn�t be subjected to a public trial. The propaganda value of his exposure to the world�s media would be considerable. But the Kremlin would also be acutely aware of the embarrassment potential. Here was a man who�d been appointed to a senior position in one of the country�s premier banks, and who now was revealed to be a British spy. Russia would look like a fool in the world�s eyes. A cuckold, even, which was even more humiliating.
The most likely outcome was that they would attempt to turn Grabasov. To run him as a double agent, remaining in his post as head of the bank and continuing to maintain contact with his employers in London. But he�d feed them disinformation, very subtly, in the exquisite way the FSB were so expert at. Incrementally, Britain�s picture of the Russian economic and political machines would be distorted, until it became utterly false.
An alternative scenario came to mind. They would know Grabasov to be a high-quality asset who would always be at risk of remaining loyal to his masters. There was the strong possibility that he�d become a triple agent, apparently doing Moscow�s bidding while continuing to work for SIS. And that might prove too great a risk for the Kremlin to take.
In which case, Grabasov was looking at a bullet through the back of the head, or, more likely, a final year or two of life in the frozen hell of a Siberian prison camp. The latter was the more probable option. It carried a strong element of humiliation, of pitiless revenge.
Like an alcoholic entering the AA programme, Grabasov knew the only way he would be able to endure the life ahead of him was by surviving in that most primal of manners: one day at a time.
He opened the front door.
The first surprise was that only one person stood there. The FSB always conducted its visits in pairs, at least. Always.
The second was the youth, and deference, of the man on the porch. And the fact that he was wearing the neon-highlighted uniform of a commercial courier.
He was solemn without being austere. Confident without arrogance. He maintained a respectful physical distance, several feet back.
�Mr Grabasov? I apologise for the lateness of the hour, but I have an urgent delivery for you.�
He stepped forward and held out a small packet, the kind that was meant for sending objects other than letters by post and was bubble-wrapped inside.
Grabasov took it. There was nothing written on it, front or back.
The young man was already walking down the driveway towards the street.
Grabasov closed the door.
He went upstairs to the middle floor and into his study. As a precaution, though Dominika was unlikely to wake up, he locked the door.
Inside the package he found a flash disk. There was nothing else.
He took a reserve laptop from a cupboard. The laptop was for the testing of memory sticks and CDs and email attachments which might contain lethal, hard-drive-destroying viruses.
The flash drive contained a single file. A video.
Grabasov ran it.
A featureless room appeared on the screen. Grabasov�s eyes searched it for clues to its location, but there were none. Even the vague light filtering in through a probable window off-screen on the right might have come from the sun anywhere in the world.
A man moved into view, seating himself before the camera so that only his head was visible. He was clean shaven, about forty years old, with dark hair of moderate length and strong but placid features.
Grabasov had studied the face in photographs, but had never seen it in such circumstances as now.
John Purkiss.
His voice was new to Grabasov. He spoke in a soft, clear baritone, his accent upper middle class rather than aristocratic.
�Oliver Clay. I hope you�re watching this. If somebody else is, then I�m afraid you�ve been compromised somewhere along the line.�
Purkiss paused, as if to allow his words to sink in. Especially his use of Grabasov�s real name.
�You�ve succeeded in killing Saul Gideon, and you see me as your last remaining obstacle. I�m afraid you�re in for a surprise.�
He looked off camera.
A few seconds later, a second man seated himself beside Purkiss.
Grabasov became very still, so that he was more aware of the blood pulsing in his head than of his breathing.
It was Quentin Vale. There was no doubt about it. No possibility that this was a decoy, or some clever trick of cinematography.
�Oliver,� Vale intoned. Clay had heard the voice on telephone recordings over the last few weeks. He�d seen pictures of the man, aged compared with when they had last met, fifteen years earlier. But it was as if the years had fallen away, and the relatively youthful and vigorous man Clay had known and worked with for more than two decades was sitting there in the room with him.
Grabasov watched Vale, expecting him to take over. But it was Purkiss who did the talking.
�You realise, of course, that you�re finished,� said Purkiss. �The fact that we know who and where you are means that your future is entirely in our hands. We know that you�re reviving the Cronos operation, and why you�re doing so. It stops, right now. No more killings. No more empire building. We�re the gods. The titans have been supplanted by their sons. There�s no going back.�
Throughout, Vale gazed at the camera, almost motionless. He wasn�t even smoking.
Purkiss continued: �When I said you�re finished, I was referring to your private operation. The Cronos business. As regards your work for the Service� we�ve decided you�re too useful an asset to be cast aside. So you continue as before.�
He leaned forward a fraction. His eyes, normally mild, took on an intensity that captivated the attention like a master actor�s.
�But understand this, Clay. If there�s the remotest hint that you�re continuing with your current course of action � that you�re coming after me, or Quentin, or anybody else, or that you�re recruiting others to your cause � then we�ll blow you sky high. We�ll tip off the FSB with unambiguous evidence. They�ll have you inside the Lubyanka before you know it. And I�ll leave the rest to your imagination. We�ll do this without official sanction, by the way. The wishes of SIS be damned. And you�ll be no use to Moscow as a double agent, because they�ll know we�ve fed you to them. You�ll be wrung out like a sodden rag, and thrown on the rubbish tip.�
Again Purkiss left a pregnant pause. Vale�s expression never changed.
As if recalling something he�d genuinely overlooked, Purkiss said, �Oh. There�s a quid pro quo, by the way. You get to keep your freedom, such as it is, and your exalted positions both as a captain of Russian finance and as British Intelligence�s premier agent. In return, you give us Delatour.�
Purkiss had said most of it with his usual amiability, his reasonableness. As he mentioned Delatour, his expression darkened.
�You need to be kept in place, for obvious reasons. Delatour has no such protection. He�s a traitor, and he deserves a traitor�s fate. You have no more use for him, Clay. So arrange for him to board the rearmost carriage of the Green Line on the Athens Metro at Attiki, in the direction of Kifisia, at one-fifty p.m. on Saturday the first of November. That�s the day after tomorrow. Wherever in the world he is at the moment, it gives him time to get there, if you act quickly. I�ll allow half an hour�s leeway. If he�s not on the train, the Director of the FSB in Moscow will receive an email at two-thirty p.m., Athens time, containing evidence that Kyrill Grabasov, the CEO of the Rosvolgabank, is a British asset named Oliver Clay.�
For the first time, the shadow of a smile played at the corners of Purkiss�s mouth. It didn�t reach his eyes.
�And if that makes you consider cutting and running right now, I�d advise against it. The moment we detect that you�ve disappeared, we�ll notify Moscow in a similar fashion.� Purkiss blinked, the old affability returning. �Just do it, Clay. Give us Delatour. You once hunted down people just like him. You understand what motivates us. Put him on that train, and we�ll silence him.�
Purkiss gazed at the camera, as did Vale. Grabasov waited for more.
After a full twenty seconds, the picture snapped off.
Grabasov turned off the computer and sat back in his chair.
He thought: Quentin. You clever, devious bastard.
But you�re not clever enough.
He smiled into the darkness.

Twenty-five

The Ferryman took up a position next to a group of young women laden with bags from what looked like designer clothes shops. They were locals, the women, and they chattered with the spirited abandon of close friends enjoying a Saturday post-payday spree.
He was dressed in an unthreatening suit with a collar and no tie. A middle manager, perhaps, who�d finished a weekend morning shift and was heading home, cheap briefcase hanging from his hand.
The digital display above the platform gave the time as 13:48, and the arrival time of the next train as three minutes from now.
The train pulled in on time, hissing to a halt. Delatour allowed the women to step in ahead of him, before entering and choosing a seat next to the aisle. It left a seat free beside him, adjacent to the window. He placed the briefcase on this second seat.
Across from him were a middle-aged couple, the man gazing out the window at the wall of the tunnel, the woman engrossed in a paperback book.
Inside Delatour�s briefcase was a folder containing sales reports. Behind the lining was a network of wires, attached to a slim cylindrical object at the tip of which a soft red light pulsed at the rate of once every second.
The doors of the carriage closed, and the train wheezed into motion.
He�d presented his idea to the Oracle, Grabasov, when he�d called him after leaving the islet on Thursday, after it had become apparent that Purkiss and his associates had got the better of Artemis�s men and would be heading back to confront Delatour. Grabasov had approved the idea, Delatour knew, even though the man�s tone had been as inexpressive as ever.
Delatour�s hypothesis was simple: Purkiss was a hypocrite. He moved and worked in a world in which the concept of moral absolutism was nonsensical, and he accepted this axiom. Yet he balked at actions which entailed collateral damage, the deaths of civilians, regardless of the context.
This hypocrisy could be exploited.
Delatour proposed the organising of a significant attack, one which he could arrange within a few days using his contacts in the Islamic Caliphate group. An event in London or Washington or New York would be the most potent, but any European or American city would serve. Delatour would set it up, and a message would be sent to Purkiss to inform him about it. The message would be conveyed through the MI5 woman, Hannah Holley, with whom Purkiss was known to have had a relationship. She wouldn�t be informed about the content of the message, but would simply be contacted anonymously and told that her former lover was to phone a specified number. Delatour had no doubt she would pass on the message, and that Purkiss would respond.
Purkiss would be instructed to present himself at a specific location at a designated hour, in order to avert the planned mass attack. He�d do so, and he�d attempt a trick of some kind; but the Ferryman would kill him then and there, the moment he was in sight.
And that would be the end of it.
Everything had changed since the revelation that Vale had survived. Now, Purkiss had apparently turned the tables. It was he who was dictating locations and times. He who seemed poised to take down the Ferryman, rather than the other way round.
But Grabasov had identified a way to implement the Ferryman�s original idea. And Delatour, upon hearing it, had immediately concurred.
Delatour had arrived early at the station. Nine hours early, in fact.
He�d been in Athens, still, basing himself in a hotel room in the city centre, and it had taken him a matter of three hours to assemble the necessary equipment. He had an Islamic Caliphate contact in the city, who procured him the chemical components in short order. The rest of the material had been purchased from a department store.
He�d walked the Metro line from station to station, above ground, nine hours ago. And he�d had everything in place by the time the first trains started running at five thirty that morning.
Delatour looked at the window as the train plunged into the tunnel. In its reflection, he could see the seat backing on to his. A teenaged boy, earbuds plugged in and head hunched over his mobile device, sat beside an elderly woman who appeared asleep.
A man barged past Delatour�s knees and shoved himself into the seat next to him, pushing the briefcase to the far side against the wall of the carriage.
As Delatour turned his head, he felt the ratcheting of something around his left wrist. He glanced down and saw a plastic handcuff encircling the soft gap between the bones of his forearm and the base of his hand. The cuff was so tight that the skin bulged around it.
On Purkiss�s lap, his own right wrist was clamped by the matching handcuff.
* * *
�He�ll bring backup, of course,� Vale had said.
�No he won�t.�
And Purkiss had explained.
Rebecca had found the plastic cuffs at an Army surplus store.
Purkiss had been sitting in the last-but-one carriage, and had seen Delatour on the platform as the train had pulled in. He was on time, then. If he hadn�t been there, Purkiss would have got off at the next station and watched the end carriages of the next two trains.
The middle-aged couple on the seat opposite hadn�t noticed a thing. Purkiss murmured in Delatour�s ear: �We get off at the next station. If you resist, I�ll kill you here, unlock the cuffs, and disappear.�
Delatour said, barely moving his lips, and so quietly Purkiss had to strain to hear him, �There�s a bomb in the briefcase.�
Purkiss didn�t look at it, but he became intensely aware of the press of the case against his side.
�It�s on a timer,� said Delatour. �I won�t tell you when it�s set for. But it�s an incendiary device. The blast will blow out the windows, both the external ones and the connecting ones between the carriages. The flame will be funnelled down the tunnel and engulf both the carriages down the line and the upcoming platform. The casualty count will be high. Scores of people, at least. Probably hundreds.�
Purkiss thought rapidly.
Back in the hotel room, when they�d been considering strategies, Vale had said: �It�s a matter of pride with Clay. He�ll pull a trick at the end. He won�t be thinking about the repercussions. It�ll rankle that we�ve outsmarted him. He�ll do whatever he needs to defeat us.�
A matter of pride�
The phrase had stayed with Purkiss. And it had given him the solution.
He said, matching Delatour�s almost inaudible murmur: �Then we�ll all go out together. But you�re going out, Delatour. That�s all I care about.�
He watched the side of Delatour�s face, the smooth expanse at the temple where the hairline had receded.
The skin was pale and matte, with no sheen of sweat.
The briefcase pressed heavily against Purkiss�s side. He fancied he could feel it move with an imagined ticking within it, which was absurd.
The train pulled into the next station with a squeal of brakes and juddered to a stop. Purkiss heard the doors slide open, but didn�t look at the mix of people pouring off and stepping on the replace them.
With his eyes still forward, Delatour said: �Purkiss. I know this is brinkmanship. But the bomb will go off. You have the option of disembarking, or not. Your choice.�
�No. You�re the one with options, Delatour.� Purkiss watched the couple opposite. Still, neither of them seemed to have taken an interest. Purkiss had cast his jacket over the armrest between his seat and Delatour�s, covering their forearms where the cuffs joined them. �You tell me how to disable the device, or you die with me.�
He reached awkwardly with his left hand and found the handle of the briefcase and pulled it out from where it was wedged at his side and laid it across his lap. The weight wasn�t excessive.
Two hasps closed it. Purkiss tried sliding the release buttons with his thumb. The case was locked.
It was a cheap piece of luggage, and the hasps could be prised open with relative ease. But to do so might be to trigger whatever was inside.
With his left hand Purkiss reached inside a pocket of the jacket draped over the armrest and extracted his Swiss Army knife, just as he had done on the piazza in Rome with the earlier briefcase, the one he�d taken from Billson. It seemed an aeon ago.
Keeping the knife concealed between his body and the briefcase, Purkiss opened it and eased the blade behind one of the hasps.
He glanced at the side of Delatour�s face once more.
Still no gleam of perspiration at the temple.
The man was lying.
Purkiss slipped the knife under his right arm and touched the tip against the crook of Delatour�s elbow, pressing hard enough to make its pressure felt.
�There�s no bomb in this case,� Purkiss murmured. �Either you admit it, or I�ll open up your brachial artery. It won�t be a quick death, but you�ll bleed out before you can leave the train. It�ll be a mess, but I�ll get out of these cuffs and disappear before anyone can stop me.�
The man was lying, but he had some plan in motion. Purkiss was certain of it.
Delatour�s face remained impassive. There was no sweat, still, no tiny tic at the corner of the eye or the mouth.
Purkiss leaned forward, peering across Delatour, seeking out his right hand. It was hidden by his side.
With a sharp sideways snap of his neck, Purkiss rammed his head into Delatour�s face.
The man�s head rocked back, his nose giving way beneath the force of Purkiss�s skull. Across from them the woman gave a stunned gasp. Purkiss lunged across Delatour with his right hand, the one holding the knife, and jammed the blade into Delatour�s own right forearm.
He saw the fingers open involuntarily as the knife went in, saw the tiny round flat object in Delatour�s palm, with its central red button.
Purkiss gouged the blade into the arm, twisting and ripping, needing to hurt rather than to kill. The blade had been slowed by the sleeve overlying the arm but the material was reddening rapidly.
The woman across began to scream, and her husband let out a yell.
Purkiss jerked the knife upward and outward, dragging the arm with it, and saw the object drop from Delatour�s palm and skitter away down the aisle of the carriage.
Purkiss pulled the knife free from Delatour�s arm and jammed it into his throat, beside the windpipe where the carotid pulse was now a pounding, visible thing.
The screams from the passengers opposite drowned out the gurgling hiss from Delatour�s own throat. The blood, bright and fresh and arterial, spurted onto Purkiss, catching the side of the face before he could avert his head entirely.
He left the knife where it was, protruding from Delatour�s thrashing neck, and dropped his hand into his trouser pocket and found the tiny key and fitted it into the plastic cuff and freed himself.
Delatour�s flailing hands were at his throat, grabbing at the knife and jerking it out, but Purkiss didn�t wait to observe.
He shoved out into the aisle, taking the briefcase with him, his face and neck and chest daubed with blood. The screams reached a raging pitch, and someone pulled the emergency cord because the brakes set up their own screech.
Purkiss found the object Delatour had dropped halfway down the aisle beneath a seat. He slipped it in his pocket. The train had been pulling into a station and he saw passengers on the platform through the windows, oblivious to what was going on inside the carriage.
The doors hissed open and Purkiss stepped out and strode towards the exit, leaving a growing trail of stares and mutters in his wake.
The witnesses were many, and his fingerprints were on the knife, but none of that mattered for the moment.
He made it up the escalator and through into the afternoon air, brushing aside expressions of concern from people who assumed he was horribly injured. When he found an alleyway he pulled out his phone.
�Quentin. Delatour�s down. He had what I think is a decoy bomb in a briefcase. I have it with me now. He was carrying a detonator. I suspect there�s an explosive somewhere on the Metro, either in a carriage or in the tunnels. You need to get the Metro evacuated and the police down there.�
Purkiss sagged against the wall, giving in to the shakes, and waited.

Twenty-six

They collected him twenty minutes later, Rebecca driving, Vale beside her, and Kendrick in the back seat.
Kendrick stared at him. �Bloody hell.� And he laughed.
Purkiss kept his head down as they moved through the streets. Vale briefed him: he�d made an anonymous call to the emergency services, informing them of the danger and providing the detail that there was a dead man on the carriage of the Green Line. That information would have already been communicated to the authorities, and it would add credibility to Vale�s warning.
Already, they heard sirens coalescing in the distance.
Rebecca had organised a safe house, a rented apartment, on the northern outskirts of Athens. They arrived there and deposited the car and hustled Purkiss inside, where he stripped off and showered and emerged after ten minutes.
When the others were out of earshot, Purkiss said to Vale: �I need to talk to you. Urgently, and alone.�
Vale watched him. In his eyes there was resignation, as if he�d been expecting this.
He said, �Very well.�

Twenty-seven

Grabasov sat alone in his office, high above the city.
This time he didn�t gaze out over the skyscrapers, but instead contemplated the framed photograph of a smiling Dominika on his desk.
Dominika, whom he hardly knew, and cared less about.
The news of the incident on the Athens Metro had reached him forty minutes earlier.
Ten minutes after that, he�d called the Ferryman�s number for the last time.
His phone lay on the desk. There�d been no return call.
So it was over. The gods had won, after all.
Grabasov had three courses of action open to him.
The first was to do nothing. To continue as before. He�d receive a message before long, he knew, from Vale or Purkiss or both. It wouldn�t be gloating, but it would remind him that he�d violated their stipulations once, and would not be given another chance if he transgressed. They wouldn�t blow his cover to Moscow, he was almost certain of it. But the threat would always be there.
Option two was for him to be proactive. To inform SIS of what he knew. Vale and Purkiss would be apprehended � there was no way they could evade the collective might and cunning of British Intelligence for ever � and Grabasov himself would be recalled, to face whatever fate was deemed necessary. Apart from petty revenge on Vale and Purkiss, this scenario would achieve nothing.
The third option was the most immediate.
Grabasov reached for the bottom drawer in his desk, the one he kept locked most of the time.
He drew out the pistol.
Standard practice was to drink oneself into a semi-stupor first, but Grabasov � Clay � regarded himself as a professional to the last. The irony of failing to carry out this final task would be supreme.
He rose and carried the gun to the window, where the city lay resplendent before him.
He had a preprepared suicide note on his computer, one he�d composed soon after taking up his position and which he�d regularly updated over the years. The current version cited pressures of work, and fears about the financial performance of the bank. It was standard operational procedure for an agent in his position. You always protected the Service, to the end.
In the end, he thought, I did some good. There�s no gainsaying that.
He raised the pistol, his reflection ghostlike in the glass.

Twenty-eight

The old man licked away the last of the pureed food from the spoon. His eyes swam past Rebecca�s, half-recognising her, she thought.
She�d been away just over a week, but in his world it was a long time.
Her boss, Docherty, had welcomed her back with relief, after the customary questions about whether she felt ready to return to work yet. Her brother had regained consciousness after his head injury and was making good progress. So she�d resumed work at the nursing home this morning, and she was surprised how quickly she settled back into its quotidian rhythms, despite all that had happened in her life since she�d taken her emergency leave.
�Ready for dessert?�
The old man�s gaze didn�t drift back to Rebecca. Instead, it stayed fixed on a point past her shoulder.
She turned, laying down the spoon.
Purkiss stood in the doorway.
The juxtaposition of his presence and the mundane setting of the nursing home jarred her so that she felt momentarily as if she was dreaming.
�Rebecca,� he said.
* * *
Purkiss� first question to Vale had been: �The fourth one of you. Helen Marchand. Was she ever stationed anywhere Kendrick might have encountered her?�
�Quite possibly.� Vale shrugged. �She trapped a number of Service personnel who were involved in military liaison. She was an attractive woman. Men would have remembered her, especially someone like Kendrick.�
It explained why Kendrick had been so sure he�d met Rebecca before.
�She was Rebecca�s mother,� Purkiss said.
�Yes.�
The next question Purkiss decided to keep for later. He said instead, �What was your real reason for taking down Cronos fifteen years ago, or whenever it was?�
Vale nodded. �It wasn�t that he was trying to turn us into a fifth column, as Gideon told you. Cronos was Henry Ashington. That�s how he was known to the Service, anyway. His real name was Viktor Fyodorov.�
Purkiss listened in absolute stillness.
�We � the four of us, together: Gideon, Helen, Clay and I � discovered this about him in the mid-1990s. Fyodorov had been a KGB agent, a mole who�d penetrated SIS in the sixties and had been in place ever since. Cronos, the creator of the gods, was an enemy asset. Which meant that the four of us had been working for a member of the KGB for twenty years.�
�Why?� said Purkiss. �What was his intention, when he set up the project with the four of you?�
�Deep cover, I believe,� Vale said. �By setting up a group of agents within SIS, whose job it was to police the Service and cleanse it of rogue elements, he was cementing his position as a loyal British Intelligence officer. He was above suspicion. But we learned, piece by piece, of his connection with the KGB. And we couldn�t turn a blind eye, John. We had to stop him, even if it meant the end of the work we were doing with him. The noble, honourable work.�
Vale fell silent for a few moments, his eyes far away. Then he blinked and looked at Purkiss.
�What made you suspect that Gideon and I weren�t telling you the truth?�
�It just seemed implausible,� said Purkiss. �A man in Clay�s position, deeply buried as a mole within the Moscow establishment� why would he risk it all with a project to take over SIS? But I think I understand, now, in the light of what you�ve just explained. Clay was trying to get rid of you, and Gideon, and me, because he needed to eradicate all trace of his past. If it ever emerged that he�d once worked for the KGB, however unwittingly, SIS would pull him from his post immediately and his reputation, and career, would be destroyed. He was acting out of self-preservation.�
Vale spread his hands. �And that�s the long and the short of it.� He paused. �John, you have to understand that I couldn�t tell you any of this before. It might have affected your judgement. If you�d known that I, the man you�ve worked with for over five years, was a former KGB asset � again, I emphasise an unwitting one � you might have walked away. And Clay would have found me, and killed me, and eventually you as well.�
He lit a cigarette, his first since Purkiss had got him alone.
�I don�t know what you intend now, John. I hope you�ll continue to work with me. But I�ll fully understand if you choose not to.�
Instead of responding directly, Purkiss said, �Another question.�
Vale waited.
�What happened to Cronos?�
* * *
Purkiss pulled the armchair to the side of the bed and sat down. He felt Rebecca�s presence at his side.
The old man�s rheumy eyes roamed over Purkiss�s. There was no human connection there. No comprehension.
�Dementia?� Purkiss murmured, without looking at Rebecca.
�Yes. Alzheimer�s.�
This time Purkiss turned his head. Rebecca looked as Vale had: resigned, calm, as if this moment had been inevitable.
�You grandfather?� It was a guess on Purkiss�s part, but an educated one. There was a tenuous resemblance in the old man�s creased, slack features, a thread carried down the generations.
Rebecca said, �Yes.�
It explained her day job, Purkiss thought. A nursing home assistant was an odd cover for an SIS agent, even a sleeper. But he understood that part of her responsibility was as the old man�s guard.
Vale had told him, in answer to his last question back in the Athens hotel: �We kept Cronos under house arrest. Just the four of us, without involving any official SIS channels. Helen Marchand was his daughter. She organised most of it, ensuring that he was provided with all the comforts he required. He was an old man by then, pushing eighty, and his absent-mindedness progressed until the signs of something more serious became apparent. Eight years ago he was transferred to a nursing home.�
�Where?�
Vale shook his head. �I�m not going to tell you that, John. I don�t need to.�
Vale�s last sentence had a double meaning, Purkiss reflected.
Purkiss said, �So you kept him alive out of compassion for Helen?�
�Not just her.� Vale�s tone was soft. �He might have been a KGB agent, but Cronos � Ashington, Fyodorov, call him what you will � was a good man. He did good work for the Service, even if his ultimate motives were hostile. He was, in a sense, father to all of us, not just Helen. And we owed him. As did our country. There was never any question of murdering him.�
Purkiss gazed at the ancient face for a full two minutes, noting every line, every fold, every mottle.
At last he straightened. Beside him, Rebecca stared up into his face and he studied hers.
For the first time, he saw a defiance there, a slipping of the mask of calm.
Purkiss said, simply, �Carry on.�
He turned and walked out, a weight bearing down upon him, weariness dogging his every step.
THE END
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