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PROLOGUE
LONDON, 1994


Christopher Wilmshurst shifted impatiently and glanced into the corner of his office where his secretary sat taking notes. She’d arranged this meeting with the two lawyers representing an Amsterdam-based firm of cloth merchants, and he made a mental note to remind her to be on the lookout for timewasters in future. After all, he was the newly appointed Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Business and Trade, a job title it was going to take some getting used to. He really didn’t have time to listen to a long story about the illustrious pedigree of a foreign firm looking to expand its textile production and sales operations into the UK.

He decided to bring things to a close.

“Gentlemen, if I may interrupt you there, I know that Betty here has to prepare some papers for a meeting I have in the Houses of Parliament very shortly, so perhaps we should bring this to a close for now. It’s been fascinating to hear about your business, and I am confident we can move forward with measures to expedite your expansion into the UK market.”

He gestured towards the door. The two lawyers nodded and smiled but made no move to rise from their chairs.

Christopher Wilmshurst decided to go one step further.

“Betty, if you could find these gentlemen’s coats and then see to my ten o’clock meeting.”

She closed her notepad and hurried out of the room, leaving the door open for the two lawyers to follow. Instead, one of them stood and closed the heavy oak door.

“Gentlemen, please,” said Wilmshurst, smiling uncertainly. “We can arrange a follow-up once things have progressed, but I’m afraid we’re out of time for today.”

He’d expected that promotion to a position of this seniority would mean that his words carried greater authority, yet neither of these two men seemed to pay him the slightest bit of attention.

The second man, who had introduced himself as Thomas Smith, reached into his briefcase and took out a slender, buff-coloured file, placing it on the table in front of the government minister.

“What’s this?” asked Wilmshurst.

“Have a look,” said Smith. He had barely spoken a word in the meeting up to this point but suddenly seemed to have assumed control.

Wilmshurst glanced across to see the other man standing across the doorway as though blocking it. He opened the file. Immediately the breath rushed from his lungs, and he felt sweat prick his forehead.

“You bastards,” he muttered. “You absolute bastards.”

It had been a moment of weakness on a business trip to Paris six months earlier. Wilmshurst had been in the throes of a long and painful divorce following his wife’s repeated infidelities. His children had left home, and for the first time in a long while—perhaps the first time ever—he was asking himself what he really wanted from his life. A successful career, yes. He wanted to serve his political party and his country and be recognised for it. He wanted a certain level of material comfort: a nice house, summer holidays somewhere warm, a car that didn’t break down every week. But he also wanted to love and be loved, and he was tired of pretending that this meant he had to put up with a wife who flaunted her disdain for him at every possible opportunity. He had known about the risks of exploring such things abroad, but he never thought Paris was dangerous territory, and he’d made sure that none of his colleagues were with him as he caught a taxi to a particular nightclub that he’d heard rumours about over the years.

“Who are you?” he demanded of the man sitting across from him. “French intelligence?”

He rifled through the pictures. There was perhaps a dozen, all professionally shot. He’d never seen the young man again, but he knew that when it came to politics and reputation, the contents of this file would be enough to end his career.

The man sitting opposite studied him impassively.

“No, not French,” he said finally. “You don’t need to worry that we are asking you to betray your country to a foreign power. We are as English as you are, and just as proud of it.”

“Who are you, then?”

“Our names don’t matter. You may continue to call me Smith if that helps. What matters is that we represent a party who is keen to establish a level of influence over this government’s trade policy, and we believe you are the right person to help us achieve this goal.”

“Damn you,” said Wilmshurst, unable to prevent his voice rising in anger. He didn’t care whether or not Betty heard him through the closed door. “I’m a man of honour. You’ve badly misjudged me if you think I am going to roll over for a cheap and nasty trick like this.”

“We don’t expect an answer now,” said the man calling himself Smith. He wore something close to a look of boredom on his thin, cruel face. “But I would advise you to reflect carefully before taking any hasty decisions and telling others of our proposal. It will make no difference to us. We have taken steps to ensure that we can’t be found, so the only victim will be you and your career. I have little doubt that your wife will also take the opportunity to instruct her lawyers to squeeze even more money from you in the divorce. As for your children, it may be hard for them to look at you in the same way.”

There was a noise at the door as someone in his outer office rattled the doorknob.

“Minister?” came Betty’s voice. “Is everything all right in there, Minister?”

Smith made a curt gesture with his left hand. His colleagues stepped aside to allow Betty to open the door.

“Your next meeting is starting shortly, Minister,” she said, looking nervously from her boss to his two visitors.

“We’re leaving,” said Smith, standing abruptly. He didn’t bother to extend a hand. Instead, he placed a business card on the table. “We’ll see you tomorrow evening for that discreet drink we discussed, Minister. The address and time are on the card.”

He took his coat from Betty.

“Please remember my advice, Minister,” he said. “It’s best to reflect on these things in private. We look forward to hearing your answer tomorrow.”

Wilmshurt sank back into his chair, thoughts crowding his head. He could see his entire life collapsing before his eyes. He would end up impoverished, divorced, unemployed and disgraced. His friends in Parliament would distance themselves from him, and the length of time between his children’s visits would grow longer and longer. He looked around at his wood-panelled office with its view of Nelson’s Column. It had taken him so long to get here, to reach the heights of junior minister. Could he really stand to lose it all?

“Minister, are you all right?” asked Betty.

He’d forgotten she was even there.

“Would you like a glass of water?”

“No, thank you, Betty,” he said, mustering a weak smile. “If you could just give me a few minutes.”

She closed the door softly.

Even as he felt sadness at the prospect of how his life could change, Christopher Wilmshurst experienced something else, something unexpected: a surge of defiance towards those two nameless men who had felt entitled to speak to him with such arrogance and disdain. The truth was that he’d felt liberated by what had happened in Paris, and he’d spent many an evening since then wondering if it would ever be possible to do something like that again. He had discovered who he really was, but he’d also learned that the knowledge was just another cage if he didn’t seize the opportunity to act on it.

Maybe this was the chance he’d dreamed of to remake his life. His children would come around. They might even prefer this new version of him.

He picked up the business card from the table. The address was a house somewhere in Chelsea. He slipped it into his pocket. He would go. Men like Smith and his colleague deserved to be told what kind of scum they were. He had a few contacts of his own. His best friend at school, Jonathan Timms, had joined the police, working his way up to a mid-level role in Special Branch. Timms had now retired, but he would be able to advise him.

If I have a recording device in my pocket, he thought, I can catch them red-handed. That’ll teach them. If I lose everything in the scandal, so be it. At least I’ll have stood up for myself.

Christopher Wilmshurst stood up and slipped his coat on. His mind was made up.

I’ll teach the bastards a lesson they won’t forget.
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The door clicked shut behind Cooper, and he immediately felt the temperature drop by several degrees. The entire building was kept at the same temperature in order to ensure the preservation of the hundreds and thousands of files stored for posterity in the vaults of the National Archives.

He approached the reception desk. “I’m looking for Margaret Kosminsky.”

The man sitting there sighed loudly at the disruption to his work and glanced up. “Who are you?”

“Benjamin Devlin,” he said. “I have an appointment.”

“And the purpose of your visit?”

“I’m looking into family genealogy.”

The man sighed again and shook his head. “Another one,” he muttered, adjusting his glasses. The reflection from the strip lighting overhead gleamed on his bald head. “Are you sure it’s Margaret you want to see?”

“Why do you ask?”

“She doesn’t get many visitors,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to make sure he was alone. “She works here in an advisory capacity while we transfer all the old records to our shiny new digital system. Once that’s up and running, there’ll be no need for the old guard, however razor-sharp their memories might be. What is it you’re interested in? Perhaps I can help you.”

“I’d rather speak to Margaret,” said Cooper.

“Why?” asked the man pointedly.

“Is that any of your business, Nigel?” said an elderly woman with a strong Yorkshire accent, suddenly appearing in an open doorway behind the desk. She wore her grey hair in a bun secured by a bright pink knitting needle. “Do I ask your visitors why they want to speak to you?”

She looked up at Cooper, appraising him in a single glance.

“Come with me,” she said.

He followed her into a back office and from there into a long corridor that seemed to stretch ahead as far as the eye could see.

“That bloody busybody,” she said, glancing over Cooper’s shoulder towards the front desk. “I bet he even told you about his ‘shiny new digital system’. Apparently, it’s going to render all of us fallible humans totally redundant. Just you wait and see, Mr Devlin. When his new system falls over one day, it’ll be people like me he comes running to for help.”

“How long have you worked here, Mrs Kosminsky?”

“I joined as a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old straight out of Bradford Girls’ Grammar School. I’m not going to tell you how many years ago that was.”

“How long have you known our mutual friend?”

Before sending him to the National Archives, Control had issued Cooper with a set of instructions more appropriate to accessing a dead drop in a hostile country.

Don’t refer to me by name at any point, he’d said, and make sure you use a clean alias identity that doesn’t link back to Group Fifteen in any way. You’ll need to come up with a reason for your visit that obscures the truth. Margaret won’t ask you any personal questions. Don’t offer any information about you or your mission. Is that clear?

“Since the file in question was created,” she said curtly.

They came to a door marked Material for Destruction: Authorised personnel Only. She pushed it open.

“Why is it kept in here?” he asked. “Is the file going to be destroyed?”

“Not if I can help it,” she said. “This is the only place I can keep it safe from the prying eyes of the management here. No one’s interested in material that’s flagged for the incinerator.”

The room was vast, easily the size of a sports hall. Row upon row of high metal shelves stretched as far as Cooper could see. Taking hold of a wooden ladder on wheels, Margaret Kosminsky set off at pace, stopping around midway down one of the aisles. She climbed to the top rung and extracted a single file. She handed it to Cooper.

“There’s a chair down there,” she said, pointing to the edge of the room. “Read the file and then return it to me. Only me—do you understand? From what our mutual friend tells me, you’ve a pretty good memory, so I trust there’ll be no need for notes of any kind.”

Cooper nodded to indicate he understood her instructions. “Anything else I should know?”

“In the thirty years since that file was created,” she said, “you’re the only person other than our mutual friend and me who has looked inside it. He must have a fair degree of confidence in you to grant you access.”

“I hope I can live up to it.”

“So do I,” she said, turning on her heel. “Those bastards deserve taking down for what they did.”
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Cooper’s first impression was one of surprise that the file contained only six sheets of typed paper. Given the secrecy surrounding it, as well as the fact that Control and Margaret Kosminsky had clearly gone to some lengths to conceal its existence for thirty years, he’d expected considerably more.

The file had been opened following the death of a junior trade minister in the Conservative government of the early 1990s. Most deaths were investigated and resolved by the police, but over the years it had become a matter of government protocol that the three intelligence agencies—MI5, MI6 and GCHQ—contributed to the investigation into the demise of any serving politician.

As he leafed through the pages, Cooper dimly recalled the incident from what he’d seen on news bulletins. Christopher Wilmshurst had been found dead in the main bedroom of the house where he lived alone. An empty bottle of aspirin near to his bed held his fingerprints, and it didn’t take the police long to determine that Wilmshurst was in the middle of an acrimonious divorce and as a result under considerable pressure. There were no signs of forced entry and no unexplained bruising on the body. A handwritten note on his desk downstairs indicated that he’d decided to end his life because of what he described as ‘intolerable professional and personal pressures’ and expressed the wish that his children would find it in their hearts to forgive him for leaving them without a father. According to the file, the detectives spoke to a number of Wilmshurst’s colleagues in Parliament, and none knew of any enemies or personal entanglements beyond the complicated situation with his ex-wife. She was briefly questioned by police, along with her new partner, but they were on holiday in Copenhagen when he died and so were quickly ruled out of the investigation.

That might have been the end of it if it weren’t for an old friend of Wilmshurst called Jonathan Timms. When he read about his old friend’s death in The Times, Timms contacted the detectives immediately and told them about a conversation he’d had with Wilmshurst one day before his suicide. Timms’s witness statement was included in the file in full:

Christopher came in agitated and clearly in a state of high emotion. Once I had calmed him down with a whisky, he told me that he’d been approached by two men purporting to be lawyers who revealed that they were in possession of incriminating evidence related to a romantic encounter with a young man Christopher had engaged in during a visit to Paris. They threatened to reveal the evidence, which came in the form of explicit photographs, if he didn’t help them steer government policy in a direction of their choosing. Christopher was insistent that he was not going to acquiesce to their demands and wanted to take a recording device to the meeting so that he could capture evidence that would allow him to turn the tables on them. I warned him not to play games with such serious-sounding men, but he was adamant. I gave him a piece of equipment: a tape recorder that can be concealed inside a glasses’ case. He promised me that he would call to confirm that he was home safely afterwards, but the call never came. The next morning, I read of his suicide.

The apparent murder of a government minister galvanised the investigation, and the Metropolitan Police quadrupled the number of detectives working the case. They quickly established that the two men who had visited Wilmshurst at his office represented a Dutch cloth merchant that did not exist beyond a single registration document filed in The Hague. This document was their one clue. Handwriting studies were inconclusive, and the piece of paper did not contain any workable fingerprints, but detectives were able to establish that the small registration fee had been paid from a Swiss account. The bank in question refused to give detectives any information, but the Swiss intelligence service agreed to activate a highly placed covert source in the banking world who revealed that the account belonged to a British company called the Hemlock Consultancy.

That was when the trail ran dry. There was no company in the UK with that name, and no one in the business community had ever heard such a name. Given the nature of what had happened, the police made extensive enquiries among the military, special forces and intelligence communities to establish whether they had heard of such an entity, but no one came forward.

Cooper closed the file and looked up. The air in the vast room was still and cool. Dust motes danced in the air. Apart from the distant sound of traffic, he couldn’t hear anything at all. He stood up and walked down the long aisle towards the door, his footsteps ringing out. Before he reached the end, Margaret Kosminsky appeared in front of him.

“Thank you,” he said, handing the file to her.

She nodded curtly and turned away.

“Why the secrecy?” he called out. “If we take the file at face value, it seems that a rogue outfit existed thirty years ago. They went too far, were almost caught and shut up shop as a result. There must be hundreds of files in this building that contain much more terrible things than that.”

She turned back to Cooper with a fierce look in her eye.

“Don’t turn out to be a disappointment, young man,” she said.

The faintest gleam of a tear appeared at the edge of her eye, and she turned away.

“You knew him,” said Cooper quietly. “Christopher Wilmshurst. This isn’t just another file to you, is it?”

“Christopher was my cousin,” she said. “We grew up together. We were more like siblings than cousins.”

She stepped closer and poked Cooper in the chest with the file.

“They didn’t shut up shop, young man. That’s the problem. They just got better. The reason that we’re so careful,” she said, glancing around her and lowering her voice, “is that Hemlock is everywhere.”
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“What did you make of Margaret Kosminsky, Eleven?” asked Control, the late afternoon sunlight pouring through the window blind and falling in pale stripes across his office floor.

“Formidable,” said Cooper. “I’m surprised that you haven’t attempted to poach her over the years for a role here.”

“I’ve certainly tried,” said Control with a rueful shake of the head. “It’s out of loyalty to the memory of her cousin that Margaret stays where she is at the National Archives.”

“Cousin, sir?”

“Christopher Wilmshurst. That file is the only thing I’m aware of that points to the existence of Hemlock, and she sees herself as its protector. She’s not going anywhere.”

“Why does the file end where it does?” said Cooper. “Margaret told me that that’s not the end of it. ‘Hemlock is everywhere’ were her exact words. If she’s right, why isn’t the file filled with dozens of other examples of things that Hemlock has done over the years?”

“I’ll give you two reasons. The first is that they know better than to leave evidence lying around. Have there been whispers over the years that some kind of private firm dealing in political influence and pressure is operating in the UK? Of course. Any astute observer of the political scene can discern from time to time the hidden hand of a powerful and malevolent actor. But in every single one of those cases, if you start to dig into the details, it’s very hard to lay your hands on anything that comes close to resembling proof. A witness changes their story or goes missing; items disappear from the police evidence room; CCTV cameras turn out to have been switched off for a crucial five-minute window. In one case I was involved in, we asked three separate medical examiners to conduct autopsies on the same cadaver because we were absolutely convinced that the deceased had been murdered, but all three examiners ruled that there were no suspicious circumstances. These people are good, Eleven. Very good.”

“And the second reason?”

“You tell me.”

Cooper thought through what he’d learned. He’d had extensive experience over the years of private contractors, and in almost every single case the individual had learned their trade in government service. They might have previously been elite soldiers, senior police officers or even spooks, but it was almost unheard of for someone to enter that world as a total novice. There was no apprenticeship scheme when it came to wet work, blackmail and intelligence gathering. People learned to do these things for the state and then jumped ship and did the same thing in the private sector for a lot more money.

“The two men who approached Wilmshurst,” said Cooper.

“Yes?”

“They knew what they were doing. They were former spies—former British spies. The reason they’ve been able to stay out of the spotlight since Christopher Wilmshurst’s death is that they have a lot of influence. They’re able to pay off the right detectives and twist the arms of newspaper editors into killing stories that mention the very existence of Hemlock. It’s not just that they don’t leave evidence. It’s that they have built a network across the whole of London that protects and shields them.”

Control stood and crossed the room. He poured himself a stiff measure of single malt and held up the decanter to offer Cooper the same.

“No, thank you, sir,” said Cooper.

Control stood at the window and watched the sunlight playing on the Thames.

“So much of this is conjecture, Eleven,” said Control. “But think about this: a firm that acquires and exploits political influence for others is also able to use that influence for its own purposes. If I’m right, Hemlock controls politicians on both sides of the aisle, as well as officials right across government. It’s not a surprise that they’ve been able to stay out of the limelight.”

“If they’re the sort of company you describe, sir, it’s little wonder that Vanessa Clay got mixed up with them,” said Cooper. “She’d have the exact profile they look for: highly capable, experienced in covert operations, ruthless and amoral.”

Cooper felt a rush of excitement and anticipation that he often experienced at the beginning of a job. In this case, though, he knew that he had his work cut out for him. In his fifteen years in the secret world, he’d never once heard the slightest whisper of Hemlock, or about the existence of an outfit that boasted such wide-ranging capabilities and influence. All that added up to one thing: this was a group of people who knew what they were doing.

“Where do we start, sir?”

“Vanessa Clay is the single best lead I’ve heard of in thirty years,” said Control. “Normally the only time you catch sight of Hemlock is once they’ve done something, but by that point they’ve cleared away the evidence and disposed of the witnesses. But if Vanessa was working on something for them that hasn’t yet happened, maybe we can find a way to catch them in the act.”

Cooper stood.

“I’ll get on it straightaway, sir,” he said.

Something in his demeanour caught Control’s eye.

“Everything all right, Eleven?” he asked.

“It’s going to be hard to bring down an entity staffed with dozens of people who are as good as Vanessa Clay,” said Cooper.

“Agreed,” said Control. “I suggest that it would be a mistake to try approaching this head-on for exactly that reason. Identifying what exactly Hemlock is—its personnel, structure, projects and capabilities—is only the first half of the challenge. The second half—how to destroy it—is where the going will get particularly thorny.”

Control lifted his whisky glass in a silent salute to his operative.

“Good luck,” he said, “and stay in close contact.”


4




When it came to Vanessa Clay, Cooper wasn’t making a standing start. Immediately upon his return from the biotech conference in Singapore where she’d betrayed him to the Chinese, Cooper had set about building a detailed and comprehensive picture of her lifestyle, associates, routines, interests and vulnerabilities. As a result, there was an enormous amount he already knew about her. He knew that she lived in a two-bedroomed flat in West Kensington, for example, and that she had a fondness for expensive mid-century modern furniture. He knew the three different running routes she favoured, all of which began at her front door, and her average times for each one of them. He knew what car she drove, where she parked it, the name of her personal trainer and the places she liked to shop. She was a solitary operator without many friends, but she did have a maternal aunt she was fond of who lived in Wimbledon.

Cooper decided to take a leaf out of his opponents’ book. He keyed a number into his mobile.

“Hello?” said an elderly voice.

“Mrs Brooks?” he said. “My name is Brian Dexter. I’m a lawyer working for the firm of Hargreaves, William & Smythe. We’ve been hired by the former employers of your niece, Vanessa Clay, to tie up some loose ends and ensure that everything possible is being done to assist her relatives. I must start by saying how sorry we all were to hear the very sad news of her death.”

“What did you say your name was?”

“Brian Dexter. I was wondering if⁠—”

“Is this about that box?”

Cooper knew better than to let an opportunity like that pass by. “That’s part of it, yes.” He decided to push his luck. “I don’t want to waste any of your time, Mrs Brooks. Would it be all right if I came around now to collect it?”

“Knock twice, young man,” she said. “Loudly. My hearing isn’t what it used to be.”

Click.
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It took Cooper a little under twenty minutes to battle his way through the traffic and arrive at the small semi-detached bungalow several streets away from the world-famous tennis club. He didn’t know exactly what he hoped to find out from Vanessa’s aunt, but he knew how important it was at the start of an investigation to chase down every lead and push on every door, no matter how unimportant it appeared. There were all sorts of aggressive steps he could take to find out more about Vanessa Clay’s professional life, from breaking into the offices of the pharmaceutical firm where she worked to digging into the owner of the Highgate house Cooper had observed her visiting like clockwork every Tuesday evening. For now, though, an unsuspecting aunt in Wimbledon struck him as a good place to begin.

It took a lot more than two knocks at the frosted-glass front door to get Mrs Brooks’s attention. In the end, Cooper had to go around to the back of the house and tap on the kitchen window.

“I got so caught up going through the box that I didn’t hear you,” she said once she’d let him into the kitchen through the back door. “A right old trip down memory lane.”

Cooper’s eye was drawn to the battered old shoebox on the kitchen table.

“Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked.

While she set about boiling the kettle and preparing a plate of digestive biscuits, Cooper wandered over the table and had a brief glance at the contents of the box. His heart had sunk slightly when she described it as ‘a trip down memory lane’. What he’d been hoping for were corporate secrets, coded correspondence or material that could be used to blackmail a political or commercial rival. That was the kind of thing he imagined might contain some clue to Vanessa Clay’s relationship with Hemlock. Instead, he could see a few dozen family photographs, a small collection of fridge magnets and a handful of Girl Guide badges.

“I don’t want to take anything from here that you’d prefer to keep,” said Cooper.

“She wanted you to have it.”

Cooper had no doubt she was mistaken. There was no conceivable reason why Vanessa would have left a box of memories like that to anyone. He felt disappointed that his visit was turning out to be a wasted one but resolved to see if there was something he could salvage from picking Mrs Brooks’s brain.

“When did you last see Vanessa?” he asked.

“Two months ago. She was always so busy jetting off to one place or the other. That job of hers tied her up in knots, from what I could see. I just don’t understand why people do things that make them so unhappy. Are you happy, young man?”

Cooper smiled.

“Happy enough, Mrs Brooks. Some days are better than others.” He sat forward. “Can I ask, when did it first strike you that Vanessa was unhappy? I always thought she enjoyed her work.”

“Oh, she did, she enjoyed it very much indeed. Until about three months ago. She never told me what had prompted the change, but she went from loving it to hating it. Something to do with a new client, that was as much as I could gather.”

“Did she say anything about the client?”

“She was secretive about everything, Vanessa was, but she was particularly secretive about this one. ‘It’s better you don’t know,’ she told me. I wager that she would have told me, given time, but then she had that terrible fall while hiking in Jordan.” A tear came to her eyes.

Cooper felt a surge of guilt. She had been so warm and so welcoming that it bothered him to be withholding the fact that he was the person who had brought about her niece’s death. He hadn’t killed her; the fall had done that. But the reason Vanessa had been there in the Jordanian desert in the first place was to kill Cooper, and although he’d tried to save her, he knew that in the eyes of most people he was the one responsible for her death.

“I’d better go,” he said, standing. “Thank you for the tea and biscuits, Mrs Brooks. I think I’ll leave the photographs with you, but I’m very grateful to you for showing them to me.”

“You can’t leave without the box, young man.”

“I really don’t think she meant it for me, Mrs Brooks,” said Cooper. “Besides, there are a lot of memories in here, and I think their rightful place is here with you, not in the offices of some law firm.”

“She definitely meant them for you,” said Mrs Brooks, frowning. “There’s no doubt about that in my mind. No doubt whatsoever.”

“How can you be so sure?” asked Cooper.

She sighed with exasperation and pulled the box towards her, rummaging around in the bottom among the photographs.

“Here,” she said triumphantly, handing a photograph to Cooper.

He took it from her outstretched hand. It was a picture of a twenty-something Vanessa standing by the ferry pier in Portsmouth, her auburn hair blowing in the wind. Next to her stood an equally youthful Charlie Cooper.

“Do you see? Vanessa showed me that picture just before she went to Jordan. ‘If anything ever happens to me, he’ll be the one who comes around,’ she said. ‘Make sure you’re nice to him. He’s got a good heart.’ Now, if that’s everything, I think it’s time for my afternoon nap. I’ll let you see yourself out.”
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Cooper drove north from Wimbledon at a steady pace, sticking to the speed limits and making a few unnecessary detours to confirm that he hadn’t picked up a tail somewhere along the way. He was struggling to understand what had just happened. Before leaving for Jordan, Vanessa Clay had told her aunt that Cooper might come to her house and that if he did, she should give him a shoebox filled with assorted photos and old junk. Vanessa must have known at that stage that her trip to Jordan could have only one of two possible outcomes: either Cooper or Vanessa would die. If Vanessa died, she clearly wanted Cooper to… to what, exactly? To bring down Hemlock? Was that why she’d said the word as she fell to her death? And if that had been her posthumous wish, why hadn’t she left him a letter detailing exactly how he should go about that? What was he supposed to do with a shoebox filled with junk?

Checking his rear-view mirror, Cooper clocked a black VW Golf that he’d seen earlier that morning. He turned left into a shopping centre without indicating and watched as the Golf continued straight without attempting to follow him. He loved multi-storey car parks for exactly this reason. Anyone following you had to stay close, which meant that it was a great way to draw hostile surveillance close enough to make a positive identification.

After completing circuits of a few floors to confirm he was clean, Cooper pulled back out onto the busy A-road. He pressed a button on his mobile and waited as the call was patched through.

“Hello?”

“Nathan,” said Cooper. “It’s Charlie. Can you run a few checks for me? The address is 34 Manor Gardens in Highgate, north London.”

He heard the sound of typing. There were up to a half-dozen Group Two technical experts whose expertise Cooper could draw upon if required, but he’d learned that even among that very elite group, Nathan Wiley stood head and shoulders above the rest.

“There was an explosion at that address a few weeks ago,” said Nathan. “Is that the place?”

“Yes,” said Cooper. “But I’m not interested in that. I want details of the owner. Name, age, former addresses, professional history. I can’t go into too much detail over an open line, but I need to confirm whether the person who lives there has any connection to a professional organisation engaged in blackmail, extortion and other forms of hard-edged coercive tactics.”

“Give me thirty minutes. That’s usually long enough to at least work out if there’s something shady about a person or a business.”

Cooper eased his BMW into a parking spot several streets away from the Highgate townhouse. The house at 34 Manor Gardens had been the one anomaly in Vanessa Clay’s weekly routine, which was precisely why Cooper had chosen it as the site for an attempted hit. The small explosive charge he’d concealed inside the hollowed-out frame of the garden gate had detonated as planned, but somehow the explosion had been more muted than he expected, throwing Vanessa backwards against the exterior wall of a neighbouring garage but leaving her alive. His assessment at the time had been that Vanessa was conducting an affair with the owner of the house, a former Conservative Party spin doctor called Timothy Powell.

Cooper had watched as Powell’s wife left the house with their five children each Tuesday shortly before Vanessa arrived. He hadn’t tested his assessment; it didn’t really matter to him at the time why Vanessa went there every week. It was enough that she could be relied upon to be at the same place every week. That was all an assassin needed to do their work.

But now Cooper found himself questioning his old assumptions. What if Vanessa and Powell hadn’t been having an affair? What if Powell was linked to Hemlock? What if Powell was nothing to do with any of it but the house was simply a venue for Vanessa to meet another, as yet unknown individual?

Turning left onto Manor Gardens, Cooper walked along at a brisk pace. He knew that it would look odd for a man of his age to be going for a stroll in the middle of the day, so took steps to make it look as though he were hurrying to an appointment. As he walked, his eyes swept the tall, handsome townhouse at number 34.

There were plenty of things that a professional like Cooper could establish from a simple walk-by. The absence of cameras was the first thing he noticed. The front door was fitted with a cat flap, a side window was open, and the wood in the front doorframe was old and rotten in places, meaning that it would yield to a sturdy kick. There was an old fire escape covering the side of the house that, although rusted, could easily be used by someone seeking to gain access to one of the upstairs windows.

Cooper spotted another telling detail. Professionals who had operated overseas always made sure that their rubbish bins were secured and out of sight until collection day. Bins were a rich source of intelligence for opponents looking to do you harm; they contained things like bank statements, doctor’s letters, empty medicine bottles and holiday brochures. The average contents of a person’s bins over the course of a month could tell you as much about a person’s lifestyle as an hour-long conversation with them.

But Timothy Powell’s rubbish bins stood at one side of the gravelled driveway, in plain sight of anyone who walked past. It was a small detail but to Cooper a significant one. Along with the unsecured house, things were fast adding up to the owner of this house being out of the game, if indeed he’d ever been a player in it.

As he reached the end of the road, his phone rang.

“He’s called Timothy Powell,” said Wiley. “Aged fifty-five. He’s done a number of different things over the years. He’s currently the owner and CEO of a small political consultancy with offices in Westminster. They provide election strategy, polling data and run focus groups. Clients range from UK parties to political groups from the US, Nigeria and South America.”

“What else?”

“He was a spin doctor for the Conservative Party for about a decade, doing all the things that spin doctors do: media management, messaging, communication strategy and some speech writing. But I’ve found something else, Charlie.”

“Tell me.”

“He was a spook for two years. MI5 counter-espionage unit. His file is sealed, but I’m assuming that’s a key piece of the puzzle.”

“I’ve just done a walk-by of Powell’s house in north London. There’s nothing about it that remotely suggests Powell is security-conscious or cautious or even has any enemies out there who might wish to do him harm. Is it possible that that picture squares with what you’re seeing?”

“It does. Powell has had a long and varied career. If he was engaged in activities of concern, something would have surfaced over the years. But his financial records are whiter than white, and nobody’s got a bad word to say about him around Westminster. He’s never been the subject of a police or HMRC tax investigation. I’m looking at a link chart of all his phone and email contacts right now, and there’s nothing there to suggest he’s doing anything other than working hard, paying his taxes and keeping his nose clean.”

There were two ways to look at a person like Timothy Powell. If he was connected to the version of Hemlock that Control had described, namely an organisation that was all-pervasive and uniquely powerful, Powell’s clean record was yet more evidence that the organisation had found ways to fly under the radar for decades. But Cooper was also aware of a possible opposing narrative: that Control was wrong. What if the reason that no evidence of the group had been found after the mid-nineties was that they had disbanded? What if Margaret Kosminsky was clinging onto an idea of Hemlock that was no longer accurate? What if Powell was exactly what he seemed?

“Do you need me to do anything else?” asked Nathan.

“Keep digging.”

“I might struggle to get access to his sealed MI5 file.”

“There’s no ‘might’ about it. There’s no way you’re getting into that file because it’s not even electronic. They make sure that their most sensitive information is kept on paper. Fortunately, I know someone who can tell us exactly what’s in it.”
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“Timothy Powell?” said the mild-mannered man in a tweed jacket sitting across from Cooper. “Why the hell are you interested in old Timothy?”

Cooper took a sip of his pint. The pub just off Millbank was filled with a few lunchtime drinkers, but it hadn’t been difficult to find a discreet corner for his conversation with Pip Walker. Most people were unaware of the fact that each of the three intelligence agencies had extremely secret teams—invisible even to the majority of the people who worked alongside them—that were the equivalent of internal affairs in the police force. These teams monitored intelligence personnel deemed to be at risk of jumping ship and defecting to the other side, and as a result there was very little they didn’t know about the characters, personalities and lifestyles of Britain’s spies. Because of the highly confidential nature of their work, spies working in this area usually stuck with it for the duration of their careers, building up an encyclopaedic knowledge of rogues and miscreants along the way.

Even in that expert, cloistered world, though, no one came close to Pip Walker.

“You’ve got to admit that Powell swims in some murky waters,” said Cooper. “Political consultancies like the one he runs are often cover for some pretty unpleasant outfits.”

“Politics is unpleasant, Charlie,” said Pip, shaking his head. His mousey brown hair was thinning, and the moustache covering his top lip was long and in need of a trim. “Nobody’s a saint in that game. But if you ask anyone within a square mile of here what they think of Timothy, they’ll tell you he’s one of the more honourable ones.”

“If that’s true, why did he only stick around in your organisation for two years?”

“That’s no crime. It’s not for everyone. But if you’re asking whether there’s anything in his confidential personnel file that would cause either of us concern, I can assure you that there’s not. He’s a good guy. He played by the rules and was damn effective doing so, but he soon reached the conclusion that it wasn’t the life for him. Nothing wrong with that. If there was, we’d have to keep tabs on every Tom, Dick and Harriet who left. And that includes you.”

Cooper couldn’t help but laugh. “Fair enough,” he said.

He’d first come across Pip Walker almost a decade earlier, when the MI5 internal investigations team had been on the trail of an IT contractor suspected of attempting to sell bulk MI5 and MI6 personnel data to the highest bidder on the dark web. Cooper had been at the tail end of an emotionally and physically tough posting in Warsaw, and when he was asked to lend his talents to the MI5 team as they attempted to tie up the loose ends of their sprawling investigation, he jumped at the chance. He and Pip had hit it off immediately, and he found much to like in the investigator’s dry wit and roving curiosity.

Over the years, Pip, who was sensitive enough to never ask precisely whom Cooper worked for these days, had often come to him for information on private-sector players and corporate actors.

“What’s this really about, Charlie?” said Pip.

“Strictly off the record, Pip?”

“Scout’s honour.”

“The Hemlock Consultancy.”

Pip rolled his eyes and shook his head in dismay. “The spy’s equivalent of the abominable snowman. Every few years there’s a sighting, and someone asks me about Hemlock. I have to admit that I never thought it would be you.”

“So it’s not real?”

Pip pulled an exasperated expression. “You’ll never find anyone who tells you anything is or isn’t true—not a hundred percent.” He took a sip of his beer and wiped the foam from his moustache. “Look, I know the rumours as well as anyone. The essence of Hemlock is that they’re made up of former insiders: spooks, coppers, special forces. That’s what supposedly gives them their edge, along with the fact that they go harder and faster than anyone else, leaving a trail of bodies along the way. But from my unique vantage point, I have seen nothing remotely compelling in twenty years to suggest that they exist.”

He stopped and looked hard at Cooper.

“You haven’t been speaking to a woman called Margaret Kosminsky by any chance, have you? Works at the National Archives?” He shook his head. “You don’t need to answer that. But if you have, you should take everything she says with a large spoonful of salt. She’s been banging on about Hemlock for decades now, and there’s literally no evidence—I mean zero evidence—that it exists. All she has is the name on a Swiss bank account. To go from that to some insidious and omnipresent organisation that pulls string behind the scenes is really stretching credulity.”

He glanced at his watch.

“This is entirely up to you,” he said, draining his pint and slipping his keys into his jacket pocket. “But why don’t you have a chat with Timothy himself? I can set it up, using whatever cover you like. You could tell him you’re looking for a job as a consultant. It’s up to you. But it would give you the opportunity to judge him with your own eyes.”
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Cooper knocked at the front door to Timothy Powell’s Highgate townhouse. It was interesting to see up close the same property he’d observed from across the road just hours earlier: the same rotten doorframe, the same cat flap. If anything, Cooper was concluding that the house was even less well protected than he’d initially thought. The door appeared to be secured with a single Yale lock, and as it swung open, he saw that there were no deadbolts or additional latches.

“You must be Vanessa’s friend,” said the man standing there. “Frank, isn’t it? Come on in, please.”

His grey hair was long enough at the back to reach his shirt collar, and the smile on his pleasant face was warm and open. Timothy Powell was dressed in suit trousers and a cardigan, with a pair of bright crimson slippers on his feet.

“You’ll have to excuse the mess, I’m afraid,” he said, ushering Cooper into the hallway. “With five kids of various ages running riot around here all day, it’s impossible to keep anything tidy.”

Cooper followed him down the corridor towards a light and airy office at the far end.

“I really appreciate you taking the time to speak to me,” said Cooper. “I gather that you speak to quite a few former spooks to help ease them into the private sector.”

“From time to time,” said Powell, gesturing towards a comfortable if tatty armchair. “I understand from personal experience that it can seem a bit daunting, working out how to translate government experience into something that works on the outside. So I am very happy to help. I’m just sorry that our mutual friend is no longer with us. Vanessa would have had a valuable perspective on this subject too.”

Cooper had thought long and hard about which cover to use for his conversation with Powell. Pip Walker had offered to make the introductions. Part of his job as head of MI5’s internal investigations team was keeping tabs on former members of staff who continued to pose a risk to national security long after they formally left the organisation because of the secrets they knew. For this reason, Pip routinely met former staff for confidential chats and rambling lunches in which he picked their brains about who might or might not pose a risk to the organisation he served.

In the end, though, Cooper had decided that he would need to address head-on the subject of Vanessa and her relationship to Powell, so he decided to simply call Powell’s landline, introduce himself as Frank Morgan, a friend and colleague of Vanessa, and ask if he could pop around later that afternoon.

“Is it too early for a whisky?” asked Powell.

“I’ll follow your lead,” said Cooper.

Powell smiled and poured two generous measures, handing one to Cooper.

“Tell me a little about yourself,” said Powell.

“Well, I spent about a decade inside MI6, working various different sectors, from counterterrorism to money-laundering and even some counter-narcotics work alongside the Americans. But to be perfectly honest with you, I’ve found myself adrift. I worked close protection for some unsavoury clients in South America for a stretch and did a few years on the security desk for an international shipping firm, specialising in combatting piracy around the Horn of Africa.” Cooper took a sip of the whisky. “It was all very rewarding in a financial sense,” he went on, “but I can’t help but think that there’s something better for me out there. Then I bumped into Vanessa a little while ago. She said you’re a source of good advice for people in my position.”

Cooper had crafted his cover story with a view to positioning himself in two distinct ways. Firstly, as an old friend of Vanessa’s, he wanted the opportunity to talk a little about how Powell knew her and what exactly she’d been doing visiting his house like clockwork every Tuesday evening. But he was also setting himself up as a potential recruit for Hemlock, if such a thing even existed. He was giving Powell the chance to pitch him.

“I do my best,” said Powell. “To be honest, I was trying to help Vanessa with the same thing just before she had that terrible accident in Jordan.”

“You were? Was she unhappy?”

“Desperately. I mean, she was ambitious, don’t get me wrong, and ludicrously well paid. I think she planned to stick around until she hit a certain amount in her savings account. I believe they call it ‘fuck-you money’. But then she planned to jump ship and wanted to get a sense from me of what else was out there.”

Powell sipped at his whisky and gazed out the window, lost in thought.

“I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead, Frank,” he said, turning back to Cooper, “but as much as I liked Vanessa’s energy, drive and sense of purpose, I was finding it difficult to direct her towards something a little more, shall we say, fulfilling. She was so deeply enmeshed in corporate espionage that she didn’t want to see that there’s a whole other world out there. I thought we’d have one or two chats and that would be the end of that, but she ended up coming round here for the best part of two months. The funny thing about it was that she was forced to be cloak-and-dagger about it, coming through the back gate at the bottom of the garden, since a director of the pharmaceutical firm she worked for lives three doors down, and she didn’t want to bump into him. We established that he played polo every Tuesday evening, so that’s when she tended to come round.”

A pair of sparrows landed amid the cherry blossoms on the tree outside the window, and Powell paused to watch them.

“Did you know that someone recently tried to take her out?” he asked.

“Really?”

“They hid a piece of Semtex in my garden gate and detonated it just as she came through one evening. Very near miss. I had to tell her she couldn’t come around here anymore. I couldn’t take the chance that one of my kids would get caught up in something.”

He shook his head, an expression of sadness on his face.

“I’ve half a suspicion that whoever did that caught up with her in Jordan,” he said. “I don’t believe in coincidences.”

The grandfather clock in the corner of his study chimed.

“But I must stop going on about her,” Powell said, smiling sadly. “We’re here to talk about you and your future. But one thing I need to make clear from the start, Frank. I keep well away from the nastier side of the business world. If you’re keen to put the more hard-edged skills you’ve picked up to profitable use, you’d do better to have a chat with another member of the alumni network. There are plenty of them who operate in the shadows. But if you want something respectable, something satisfying, something you can feel proud of doing, then I may be able to help. Work advising a charity on their security practices, for example, or establishing safe supply routes for aid in conflict zones.” He put down his whisky glass and turned his smile on Cooper. “What do you say? Are you interested in coming out of the shadows and into the light?”
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Cooper started his car, pulled out and turned his mind towards the difficult conversation he needed to have with Control. Nobody liked to be told they were mistaken, especially about a suspicion they had nurtured in secret for decades. Control might believe that Hemlock operated across the political world, eliminating opponents, blackmailing rivals and selling information to the highest bidder, but Cooper was concluding that Control was wrong.

Beyond a single yellowing file gathering dust in the vaults of the National Archives, Cooper hadn’t been able to locate one single shred of evidence. MI5 had clearly come to the conclusion that the organisation didn’t exist. The one lead in Vanessa’s life led here, to a tall house in Highgate, but what Cooper had learned there was enough to explain away any doubts.

Vanessa had been visiting the house to speak to Timothy Powell about a change of career. That was the story Powell had told him, and the truth was that Cooper found it plausible. What’s more, Powell’s house itself was so normal, so unlike the house of anyone remotely connected to an organisation as menacing as Hemlock, that it acted as further evidence of his innocence. Vanessa had come on Tuesday evenings via the garden gate to avoid bumping into one of Powell’s neighbours who might have asked questions about why she was there. Cooper had even dangled himself as a lure before Powell’s nose to see whether the ex-spook would jump at the opportunity to recruit an experienced, capable and tough operative looking for a new challenge, but the only thing Powell had suggested were jobs in the charity sector.

All placed side by side, it didn’t add up to guilt.

It added up to innocence.

Cooper drove slowly and within the speed limit. He was in no hurry to get to Control’s office and explain what unwelcome conclusion he’d reached. He knew that Control would be angry at having his judgement questioned and insist that Cooper dug further and dug harder. Cooper started to run through what additional leads he could chase down to back up his judgement. For a start, he hadn’t searched Vanessa’s apartment. He knew that relatives had probably been in to clear out the majority of her possessions, but it was still worth a look. Her laptop and mobile phone would be a treasure trove of data, and if she had been in touch with Hemlock, there would be some sign of it among her emails and messages.

Maybe.

A police patrol car pulled into view behind him and flashed its lights. Cooper pulled over and watched as the officer behind the wheel got out and walked his way.

“Hello, sir,” said the officer. “Have you got any identification?”

“What’s this about?”

“A failure to indicate a few turns back, sir. Nothing serious. If you could show me your driving license and insurance certificate, I’m sure we can have you on your way shortly.”

Cooper had a full set of documents in the name of Frank Morgan. He reached for his wallet and handed over the license.

“Thank you, sir. If you could please wait in your vehicle, I won’t be long.”

The officer walked back to his own car and got behind the wheel. Cooper looked in his rear-view mirror and saw a second officer sitting next to him. He touched a button on his phone and waited as the call was patched through.

“Nathan, could you just run this licence plate and confirm that it’s a legitimate police vehicle?”

“Shoot.”

“TB23 JHY.”

It wasn’t so much that Cooper was suspicious about anything in the officer’s manner. He had seemed entirely normal, relaxed and pleasant. The reason for Cooper checking the vehicle with Nathan Wiley was that he was sure he hadn’t failed to indicate, as the officer had suggested.

“It’s legit,” said Nathan. “The two officers using it today are operating out of the Highbury Police Station. Need anything else?”

“Just one thing. Have you got live access to searches being carried out on the PNC?”

“I do. You’re not coming up.”

“Try Frank Morgan. I’m in a dark blue BMW, license plate OJ25 IDR.”

“Nothing under that name either,” said Nathan.

“Wait, are you sure?”

It was the first sign that things weren’t quite as they should be. If these two officers were doing what every other officer does during a routine traffic stop, thought Cooper, they should have been in the process of running this vehicle and checking whether there were any outstanding warrants against the name ‘Frank Morgan’.

“The two officers who were allocated that vehicle aren’t even logged into their PNC accounts,” said Nathan.

Cooper glanced in the mirror and saw the first officer get out of the car and walk briskly in his direction.

“Got to go,” he said, killing the call.

“Mr Morgan, could you please follow me to our vehicle?”

“Is everything all right?”

“Yes, sir. It won’t take a minute. We just need to verify a few things.”

Cooper knew for sure that something was wrong. He could do any number of things.

He could refuse to get out of his own car.

He could drive off.

But this was the first interesting thing that had happened in his so far futile search for Hemlock. He had been on his way to report to Control that the organisation was a phantom, a rumour, nothing more. Now he was having the first inkling that he might have spoken too soon.

“Of course,” he said to the officer.

Cooper opened his car door and stepped onto the road.
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The officer opened the back door of the police car and placed a protective hand on Cooper’s head as he climbed in.

“Can you please put your seat belt on, sir?” said the second officer, who had remained in the passenger seat until this point. He was big, at least six feet four, and his wide shoulders strained the fabric of his uniform.

“Are we going somewhere?”

“One of the detectives at our station wants to speak with you.”

“About what?” asked Cooper.

“I’m afraid I don’t know, sir. I’m sure everything will be explained when we get there.”

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know the name of the detective who wants to speak to me?”

The first officer was now back in the driving seat. Starting the ignition, he held a hand out of his window to slow the fast-moving traffic and then pulled out into the busy A-road. Cooper was under no illusion that this was in any way a legitimate and genuine stop. The alias identity he was using—Frank Morgan—was one he’d never used before, so there could be no earthly reason why a detective in the Metropolitan Police would wish to speak to someone of that name.

“Which station are we going to?” asked Cooper.

“Highbury,” said the officer behind the wheel.

Cooper was trying to get a read on the exact nature of what was happening. He knew it wasn’t legitimate, but that didn’t necessarily mean that he was in any kind of danger. He’d known plenty of occasions over the years in which police officers had been used as an unofficial courier service, picking up reluctant or hard-to-reach individuals and depositing them in a place where they could be spoken to without distraction. Cooper recalled one occasion when he’d been experiencing huge difficulty finding an opportunity to speak to a Nigerian diplomat suspected of smuggling counterfeit microchips into the country. The diplomat refused to take any of Cooper’s phone calls, never answered his front door and even instructed his staff to threaten the Foreign Office with a formal complaint if he was not left alone. To force through a resolution to the situation, Cooper asked the police to pick up the man under a fabricated pretext and drop him one hour outside London in the car park of a motorway service station. Cooper was waiting. Without recourse to a chauffeur-driven car, a secretary or a door he could slam in Cooper’s face, the Nigerian diplomat had little choice but to shut up, play nice and listen to the message Cooper wanted to deliver.

Was it possible that something like that was happening right now?

Were these two officers taking him to have a conversation with someone who could shed light on Hemlock?

“How long were you following me for?” he asked. “I saw you a few streets before you flashed your lights, so it must have been five minutes at least.”

The two officers were silent.

“Look,” said Cooper. “If you’re taking me to speak to someone, that’s fine. I’m happy to have a conversation with one of your detectives or with anyone else who wishes to speak to me. But I’m going to start being uncooperative unless you tell me who that is.”

He knew full well that there were other, more sinister possibilities in play. In Moscow, for example, most ordinary people knew that getting into a police vehicle could lead to unpleasant consequences. At best, it might be a beating, but it was just as likely that your body would be discovered at some future point in a shallow grave outside the city. The police in some parts of Columbia were so corrupt that they didn’t even bother to hide the fact that they were working for drug cartels.

Cooper knew that he had to do something that would expose the true motives of these two officers. Once he knew what they were up to, he would be able to decide on the best course of action.

“I’m going to phone my lawyer,” he said.

“Not now, sir,” said the second officer. “There’ll be time for that later.”

“This isn’t the way to Highbury police station,” said Cooper. “You need to either tell me where we’re going or stop the car and let me out.”

When the officer turned around, he was holding a Taser levelled at Cooper’s chest.
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They drove in silence for another twenty minutes. The officer holding the Taser didn’t take his eyes off Cooper. His partner drove the car quickly but efficiently, as though it was any normal police response vehicle in a hurry to get somewhere but not so much of a hurry that the siren was required. Their route took them off the main roads, through a run-down warren of council houses and into an industrial park. At the back of one of the warehouses was a gate set into a chain-link fence and a sign that read Walthamstow Wetlands, Service Entrance: Authorised Vehicles Only.

The driver got out, unlocked the padlock securing the gate and then relocked it once he’d driven the car through. Cooper knew that somewhere beyond the dense trees to their left was the vast water reservoir that attracted a wide range of wildlife and thousands of visitors, but ahead of them lay only a single, narrow track for service vehicles that soon turned out of sight and disappeared among the trees.

Cooper knew that time was running out. The choice before him was to wait until they stopped the car, when both officers would turn their attention on him, or act now while they didn’t expect it. Looking ahead, he saw what the officer holding the Taser couldn’t see, which was that the road surface was about to become increasingly uneven and bumpy. The car hit a pothole and dipped. Totally unprepared, the officer grunted and turned to steal a quick glance out of the windscreen to brace himself for what was coming next.

It was Cooper’s chance.

He reached out and grabbed the end of the Taser, twisting it sideways so that it was pointed towards the waist of the officer in the driving seat. Anticipating that close-quarters combat inside the car was a strong possibility, Cooper had shifted himself over the course of the journey into a position that now allowed him to lock his arm straight and exert maximum leverage. It was totally different for the officer holding the weapon. Although bigger and bulkier than Cooper, he was twisted around in his seat and had to use both his hands just to stop Cooper ripping the Taser from his grip. This meant that Cooper had one hand free. He drove the heel of his palm towards the base of the officer’s nose, feeling the crack of bone and cartilage, and then for good measure drove the edge of the same hand straight at the man’s unprotected throat.

The officer let go of the Taser, reaching with one hand for his neck while his other hand flailed towards the dashboard, fumbling for the red alarm button that would inform their police colleagues that they needed urgent assistance. This had all happened so fast that the officer driving the car had only just begun to slam on the brakes and turn to assist his colleague.

But he was too late.

Cooper had control of the Taser.

He pulled the trigger and watched as two barbed darts travelled a few inches before impacting cloth and flesh and delivering a charge of between one and two thousand volts. The officer in the driving seat shuddered and twitched as the current surged through his body, and when Cooper released the trigger, he flopped forwards onto the steering wheel.

The radio crackled.

All units, officers in vehicle TB23 JHY have activated the distress signal. Please make your way to the Walthamstow Wetlands area to assist. Stand by for further updates.

The officer in the front passenger seat kicked open his door and stumbled across the scrubby grassland, one hand at his throat while with the other he tried to stem the blood pouring from his broken nose.

There wasn’t time to wait around until the driver recovered sufficiently to answer Cooper’s questions. He got out, opened the driver’s door and removed the officer’s mobile from his pocket. He would have preferred the opportunity to spend time with both men officers, but access to one of their mobile phones would be better than nothing. Cooper had a hunch that there would be something there that would point him towards Hemlock.

Looking both ways to establish that no other police vehicle was approaching and scanning the skies for any sign of a helicopter, Cooper set off at a steady jog in the direction of the trees and—beyond them—the area of the reservoir where he knew he could mingle with the public and quickly disappear from sight.
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“Ihave an admission to make, sir,” said Cooper.

“Yes?”

“I was beginning to doubt that such a thing as Hemlock even existed. I was on my way here to inform you of that fact when I was stopped by two police officers who helped change my mind.”

“How did they do that?”

“By pointing a Taser at me and driving me into an area of wetland that struck me as a good place to dispose of a body.”

“Wait, Eleven,” said Control. “Back up. Where had you been before this happened?”

They sat across from each other in Control’s office. The view from the window revealed low, grey skies, and the willows, oaks, alders and plane trees that lined the Thames shook their branches in the late afternoon wind. Not for the first time, Cooper noticed that something changed in his boss’s demeanour when the subject of Hemlock came up. Cooper couldn’t help but register an impression of self-doubt and regret that altered Control’s facial expressions and body language. Cooper didn’t yet understand its cause or origin, but his hunch was that in some way Control blamed himself for the fact that Hemlock had been allowed to get away for so long.

“I had a conversation with Timothy Powell at his house in Highgate,” said Cooper. “Powell is the man Vanessa Clay was meeting every Tuesday night. That, along with the fact that he’s a former MI5 officer, led me to believe he might be part of Hemlock.”

“He convinced you otherwise.”

“I’m embarrassed to say that he was close to doing just that, sir. I also had a conversation with the one person inside MI5 who could be expected to know about Hemlock, and he told me it’s a myth.”

“I’m not in the least bit surprised that he’s reached that conclusion,” said Control. “You’ve seen just how thin the file in the National Archives is. And I’m not surprised to hear that you were beginning to doubt it. Don’t be too hard on yourself. If Hemlock was the kind of organisation you could uncover in a day or two, someone would have done it by now. Did you have the opportunity to learn anything from the two police officers?”

“I retrieved one of their mobile phones. It’s currently with Group Two.”

“What conclusions have you drawn?”

“That Hemlock is powerful. To have the resources to deploy two serving police officers at a moment’s notice like that is no mean feat.”

Control nodded. “What else?”

“For Hemlock to break cover, they must have decided that I posed a significant risk of some kind. Otherwise, they could have left me to continue my enquiries and get nowhere. The only thing I can think of is that something I said to Powell gave him the impression that I was onto him.”

“Any idea what that was?”

Cooper shook his head. He had played and replayed the entire conversation in his mind, searching for a slip-up that prompted Powell to set the two officers on him.

“What next?” asked Control. “We’ll see what Group Two finds on the phones, but I wouldn’t be surprised if their commsec is robust.”

Communications security was the foundation of any good outfit’s ability to operate in the field. He held out some hope that Nathan’s exceptional skillset would uncover something of value but knew he couldn’t rely on that.

“Actually, sir,” he said, “I think I may have found another way to get to them.”

Before coming to see Control, Cooper had spent an hour or so going through the shoebox of assorted photographs, souvenirs and memorabilia that Vanessa Clay had left him. She’d obviously wanted him to have the shoebox, and the only reason he could think of for that was that there was some clue in there. At first, he’d thought that there might be a picture of someone he recognised among the photographs, and he went through each one painstakingly, examining faces and features and profiles in search of anything familiar. For a while after that he wondered whether she’d constructed some kind of anagram clue from the assorted Girl Guide badges and fridge magnets, and he’d filled a sheet of A4 paper trying every conceivable combination.

He even considered the possibility that the box’s contents were a red herring and that Vanessa had concealed a message for him in the box itself. It was only when the car seat was strewn with pieces of torn cardboard that he allowed himself to put that particular theory to one side.

Finally, he turned back to what looked like a brief shopping list scribbled on the back of a scrap of paper torn from a magazine. The shopping list itself looked innocuous, and it was only when Cooper turned it over that he spotted something he’d missed the first time around. The other side mostly contained text from an article about gardening, but along one edge was the beginning of the next article, which, as far as Cooper could make out, was the obituary of a trade union leader who had recently been killed in a road traffic accident.

“There’s a clipping in the box from Vanessa Clay that relates to the death of Anthony Scarwell,” said Cooper.

“The trade union leader?”

“Yes, sir,” said Cooper. “He was in his late sixties when he had a heart attack behind the wheel of his car last month. Turned it into a ditch.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I wonder whether Vanessa is trying to tell me that he is significant,” said Cooper. “She might have been worried that Hemlock would clear away any clues to their existence that she might have left. That would explain why her message to me is so coded and ambiguous. The obituary was written by Scarwell’s niece, who lives in a small village in Kent. I was thinking that I might drive down there and see what I can find.”
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Cooper stood outside the small, thatched cottage and knocked at the door. Without looking as though he was paying much attention to his surroundings, he took in the water-stained walls, the cracked living room window and the weed-filled flower beds. From a distance, walking down the steep, winding lane towards the cottage, his first impression had been one of picture-postcard charm, but now that he was close, he could see just how much attention the property needed.

The hinges wailed in protest as someone inside opened the door.

“Miss Higgins?” said Cooper, sticking out his hand.

“You must be Ernest,” the young woman said, shaking his hand. “Please do come in.”

Clutching his stack of notebooks, he followed her through a dark, narrow corridor into a living room filled with cardboard boxes, stacks of books and several black bin bags stuffed to bursting with papers. A tabby cat stepped carefully around the clutter and rubbed its back against her legs.

“Please have a seat wherever you can find one,” she said. “As you can see, I’m still wading through all of Uncle Anthony’s possessions. After his wife died a few years ago, he took to hoarding and collecting everything he came across, even if it was of no significance. I suspect it brought him comfort, but it’s proving a nightmare for me.”

Two of the windows that looked over the garden had been smashed and replaced by plywood boards. Miss Higgins saw Cooper looking.

“This whole process has been made much worse by these wretched local kids. The police won’t do anything about it. I do wish their parents would keep them under control.”

“What’s been happening?” asked Cooper.

“They know the house is empty, so they break in at night to drink and hang out. They’ve made a total mess of the place, pulling books from their shelves and generally turning the place upside down. I know when they’ve been in because they leave their beer cans and cigarette butts all over the place. In the grand scheme of things, it’s nothing serious, but I do wish they’d find somewhere else to go.”

“I take it you don’t live here, then?”

“I live in Folkestone,” she said, brushing a stray lock of brown curly hair from her forehead and settling back in her chair. “So you’re doing a PhD, is that right?”

“That’s right. On the industrial movements of the last twenty years, focusing in particular on the ways that unions in advanced economies like the UK are adapting to social, technological and ideological changes in wider society. One aspect of what I’m trying to do is gain access to the archives of key figures such as your uncle.”

She gestured around her.

“You’re welcome to everything my uncle left here in his house, Ernest. At least, once I’ve gone through it all. It shouldn’t take more than a few months. It’s a shame for you that you didn’t get a chance to speak to him before the accident. He was such a goldmine of information about politics in general, and he loved young people who showed a genuine interest in him and his world.”

“I hate to ask,” said Cooper, “but the police didn’t suspect foul play in your uncle’s death, did they?”

“No, nothing like that,” she said. “He was hit by a lorry driver who had been driving for ten hours straight without a break. And I think that my uncle wasn’t in the best of health either, which may have affected his judgement. He had so much on his mind in those last few weeks and months. His best friend from childhood had passed away, which weighed heavily on him, and there was that whole distressing business with the publisher and his diaries. This house was a total money pit too, as you can probably see. His savings were running down fast just keeping it upright, and he was worried about what lay ahead for him as he grew older and more infirm.”

Cooper’s ears had pricked up. “What was the business with the publisher?”

“They wanted his diaries—his private diaries,” she said. “It was no secret that he’d kept a daily journal over the years. After a drink or two he liked to boast about knowing more secrets than MI5 and MI6 combined.”

“What kind of secrets?”

“Affairs, betrayals, secret alliances. He would often say that there was more drama in the House of Commons than all the world’s soap operas combined. I don’t know the names—he was discreet about identities—but he told me once that in the current cabinet there was one minister with a cocaine habit, one with a mistress and one with an investment in a Turkmenistan copper mine that mysteriously paid out hundreds of thousands of pounds every year.”

Cooper let out a whistle. “I can see why a publisher would want a set of diaries like that.”

“They were a curious outfit. They said their headquarters was in Dorset.” She clicked her fingers as she tried to remember their name. “Vertigo Press, that’s what they were called. They offered Uncle Anthony huge amounts of money, but the strange thing was I couldn’t really find any other books they’d published. They have a website, so I’m sure they’re genuine, but it does seem odd that a publisher that small could have access to such large sums of money.”

“That is strange,” said Cooper. “How much did they offer?”

“They started at twenty thousand pounds,” she said. “Just before he had the accident, they made a final offer of one hundred and twenty-five thousand. They would come round and see him at all times, badgering him to sign the contract and hand over his diaries. He was sick of them by the end. That’s why he said yes.”

“So they’re going to be published?” asked Cooper.

“He was killed just before he could sign the contract. That didn’t stop the publisher. A very unpleasant woman turned up here the day after my uncle died and demanded the diaries, saying that they had a verbal contract and I was duty-bound to honour it. She was a very attractive woman and quite young—I could tell that she usually got her way by fluttering her eyelashes and coming on strong. That probably had some effect on Uncle Anthony, to be totally honest, but it had no effect on me. I used to work in a lawyers’ office, so I’m definitely not one to be pushed around. I had my old boss call up this woman and tell her that unless she could produce a written contract, there was no deal.”

Cooper logged the description of the woman from the publisher. Could it have been Vanessa Clay?

“Have you heard from her since?” asked Cooper.

“No.”

Her mobile phone rang, and she glanced at the screen.

“It’s my boyfriend,” she said. “He’s bringing over some lunch. Do you want to stick around and join us, Ernest?”

“That’s very kind of you, but I should be heading off,” he said, standing up. “I’ll be back in touch in a month or so once you’ve had time to go through all of your uncle’s papers, shall I?”

Cooper’s mind was racing. It was no more than a suspicion at this stage, but he could see another way to interpret the recent mysterious goings-on in the cottage. It wasn’t kids who’d been breaking into the house to drink beer and smoke cigarettes: it was someone who was searching for the diaries.

Someone who’d first tried to acquire them by pretending to be a publisher.

“Out of interest, where are they now, these diaries?” asked Cooper, picking up his notebook and pulling on his jacket. “I hope you’ve got them hidden away somewhere safe.”

“I certainly have. The last thing I’d do is leave them here for those kids to discover by accident. I took them home. They’re under lock and key.”
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The surveillance follow was among the easiest that Cooper had carried out in his entire career. Florence Higgins, Anthony Scarwell’s niece, stayed in his little run-down cottage until close to six and then emerged at the front door with a full tote bag hanging from one shoulder and a stack of loose papers under her other arm. With such a heavy load, it took her several minutes to locate the key, lock the front door and set off on foot up the winding gravel path.

Cooper had already identified her rusted Ford Fiesta parked in the lay-by at the top. He watched from a distance as she slung her tote bag in the back and carefully placed the stack of papers on the passenger seat. It took her three tries to get the car started. Once the engine was going, she pulled out onto the road and drove off in the direction of Folkestone.

She drove steadily and within the speed limit, stopping along the way to pick up two bags of groceries from a supermarket and a woollen overcoat in a plastic sleeve from a dry cleaner’s. Cooper kept at least two cars between him and her vehicle. Plenty of traffic moving along the road was also heading towards Folkestone, so he wasn’t too worried about her noticing the same dark blue BMW behind her for the entire journey. She indicated long in advance of making a turn and slowed to a stop at traffic lights at the slightest sign of an amber light.

The block of flats where she lived was just outside the city centre. She pulled her Fiesta into the residents’ parking bay while Cooper waited across the street. Once she was inside the building, Cooper watched the windows and noted a light in the top-floor flat switching on. By this time, it was around six thirty.

By nine o’clock he was beginning to realise that she wasn’t going anywhere, which meant he would have to think about ways to force through a conclusion to his plan. Despite popular perception, the reality of surveillance work was that it was mind-numbingly boring and very often unproductive. Full-time professional teams spent the vast majority of their time sitting outside houses, exactly as Cooper was doing now, hoping that their target would emerge and do something of interest. The difference in this case was that the young woman wasn’t herself a target. In most operational situations, Cooper would have to tread very carefully to avoid his target realising that he was on their trail, but in this case, it didn’t really matter what Florence Higgins thought. All he needed was to get into her apartment, locate her uncle’s notebook and get away cleanly.

What happened after that wasn’t his concern.

At ten o’clock he decided to act. The stairwell lights came on, suggesting that another resident was on their way down. Cooper crossed the road and timed his approach so that he got to the front door at the same moment that a young man dressed in a tracksuit and carrying a protein shake pushed it open. He saw Cooper coming and looked at him with eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“Late night workout?” said Cooper with a friendly smile, reaching for the door as though it was something he did every day of the week.

The young man relaxed. He still didn’t recognise Cooper, but he knew that burglars and muggers didn’t look or behave like this.

“Got to fit it in when you can,” he said. “Can’t miss a leg day.”

“Rather you than me,” said Cooper, wincing. “I did a 10K at the weekend, and my quads are still in pieces.”

The young man laughed, said goodnight and walked off along the road.

Cooper was in.

He needed to move quickly. A quick glance at the lobby ceiling told him there were no CCTV cameras and that smoke detectors were installed on every landing. Lighting a small scrap of paper, he held it beneath the detector until the alarm went off. He knew that most people were mistrustful of alarms, suspecting they had malfunctioned, so he ran up the stairs, banging on every door with his fist as he went and shouting, “All out! All out!”

There were only four floors. He got to the top and did the same on Florence Higgins’s door. She’d obviously heard the alarm and registered the commotion on the floors below, and he heard her moving just behind her front door. He quickly stepped around the corner so that he was hidden from sight. Within seconds, he heard the sound of her coming out, locking the door and setting off down the stairs.

She bumped into her downstairs neighbour on the landing below.

“Has the alarm malfunctioned?” said her neighbour.

“I don’t know,” said Florence. “I would have stayed in my flat, but I heard someone banging on my door, so I thought I’d better take it seriously. Shall we go?”

Cooper had a few minutes at most. He had heard her door closing and knew that she hadn’t taken the time to secure all the locks. Taking a stiff credit-card-sized piece of plastic from his pocket, he slid it between the lock and the door jamb and manoeuvred it backwards and forwards until he felt it depress the lock.

Click.

He was in.

Florence Higgins had said that the diaries were in her flat and under lock and key. Even at the time, Cooper had noted the words she’d chosen. If she’d said the diaries were under lock and key in her flat, it wouldn’t have told him anything other than that they were somewhere inside these four walls. But the way she’d said it suggested to him that the diaries were in the flat and locked away inside something, which meant that he knew what kind of object he was looking for.

The flat was small and sparsely furnished with beanbags, floral-print throws and IKEA rugs. It took him a few minutes to confirm that there were no lockboxes of the sort some people might use to secure cash or valuables. There was, however, a large green jewellery box on the chest of drawers in her bedroom, marked on the front with the gold initials F.H.

The lock posed as much of a challenge to him as her driving had. He inserted the tip of his knife between the lid and the box, turned it slightly and immediately felt the wood splintering. The top tray was filled with rings, necklaces and brooches. He lifted it and saw beneath three notebooks held together by several rubber bands. There was no time to copy the pages and leave the diaries in place. He closed the box, rubbed away the visible wooden splinters and put the diaries under his jacket.

He got to the door just in time. Easing it open, he heard the sound of conversation from the stairwell as the residents returned to their flats.

“We must complain to the management company,” he heard Florence say. “Considering how much we pay them…”

“Who knocked on our doors though?” asked another young woman.

“It must have been Barney,” said someone else. “He was on his way to the gym just at the time the alarm went off. I’ll ask him when he gets back.”

Cooper pressed himself against the wall out of sight. Once he’d heard Florence Higgins and her neighbours return to their flats, he walked calmly down the stairs, out the door and crossed the road to his car.
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“How did you get on with the police officer’s phone?” asked Cooper, dragging a chair from across the room towards Nathan Wiley’s desk.

He lit a cigarette and blew a thin plume of smoke towards the window. “I think it’s fair to say that it represents a first for me.”

Cooper had heard rumours that Nathan had asked to have his own office on the day he started working in Group Two and had been told then—and time and time again since then—that space was at such a premium in the five-storey townhouse that only the group director was entitled to a private room. Despite that, Cooper thought, it looked as though Nathan had achieved his goal by turning the office into unofficial smokers’ quarters. A plastic bag was taped over the alarm on the ceiling, the sash window was wedged open with a precarious stack of coffee mugs, and a near-permanent fug of grey smoke hung in the air directly above Nathan’s desk. Who in their right mind would want to spend their working hours in a room like this?

If Nathan had been a run-of-the-mill technical expert—insofar as anyone who worked for Group Two could be described as remotely run-of-the-mill—he would have been given his marching orders by management by now, but the truth was that Nathan could do things with computers that no one else could.

“What’s particularly interesting about this phone isn’t what’s on there,” he said.

“You’re going to have to explain what that means.”

Nathan swept his shoulder-length hair away from his face, took another deep drag on his cigarette and turned towards Cooper.

“In the vast majority of cases, what’s interesting about a phone is the message history, contact list, video library, search terms… things like that. You can quickly build up an accurate picture of a person’s life from their finances to their romantic history to what they really think about their wife or partner. In this case, though, all of that adds up to nothing suspicious whatsoever. Barry Jones—the name of the officer you took it from—is probably very similar to all the other officers who work out of North London police stations.”

“Except that he works for Hemlock. Or are you telling me that he doesn’t? Are you telling me that I’ve made a mistake?”

“I don’t know if it’s Hemlock,” said Nathan, “but he’s definitely up to his neck in something very serious. My point, though, is that I didn’t find any encrypted apps with suspicious messages, hidden Swiss bank accounts, videos or photographs containing material that could be used to blackmail someone. There’s a lot about his beloved Arsenal but very little about politics. If you just relied upon what’s on this”—he pointed at the phone plugged into his computer—“you’d come to the conclusion that the police officer you took it from is innocent of any wrongdoing.”

Cooper shook his head. He accepted it as an inevitable aspect of Nathan’s genius that he liked to mystify his audience before he revealed whatever feat of brilliance he’d managed to pull off.

“So what is interesting about it?”

“Whenever I download a target’s phone, I use what’s called a sandbox. It’s basically a secure environment that allows me to rummage around the phone and its contents without running the risk that the items I download get into my computer and cause damage. Standard security technique. But my sandbox has been fitted with a number of bespoke, practically invisible sensors that allow me to see what the phone is trying to do to me and my computer. In the case of this phone, it’s running a highly sophisticated program that is trying to work out who I am and—more importantly—where I am. Programs like this do exist, but I’ve only ever seen them on the devices of top-level Chinese or Russian targets. It’s definitely not something that an ordinary bobby on the beat would have on their mobile.”

Cooper sat back and looked at the ceiling as he thought through the implications of what Nathan had discovered. It seemed astonishing to him that Hemlock’s security standards were this rigorous and thorough. If you picked an average spook from the ranks of MI5 or MI6, Cooper thought, someone like Nathan would be able to find evidence of their employment on their devices. It might be that their location data put them in the vicinity of Thames House or Vauxhall Cross on a daily basis, or it could simply be that they switched off their phones during the working day. But for the police officer to have left absolutely no evidence of Hemlock behind confirmed Control’s warning that the group was operating at a very high level indeed.

“That’s all well and good,” said Cooper. “But at the end of the day it confirms what we already knew: that the officer who owns this phone is linked to an extremely sophisticated network. Right? Have I missed something? Or is there some advantage we gain by knowing this?”

Now it was Nathan’s turn to shake his head in exasperation. It was a constant source of frustration to him when other people couldn’t keep up.

“Think of it as a pipeline. If something can travel one way down that pipeline, there’s nothing to say that something can’t travel the other way too.”

“You can send stuff back.”

“Exactly. They think they’re looking around my computer, but at the same time I’m sending questions back down the pipeline. Questions like: where are you located? What infrastructure do you have access to? How does your network operate? Because there’s a chance, Charlie—a remote chance, I’ll be the first to admit it—that I can use this pipeline to extract data from their servers instead of them doing that to us.”

“You could find out everything about them? Who they are, what they’ve done, how they’ve been able to operate under the radar for all this time. How good a chance do you have?”

Nathan slid open a desk drawer and stubbed his cigarette in an overflowing ashtray. He winked at Cooper.

“Watch this space.”
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Cooper sat in the back of the crowded coffee shop near Picadilly Circus and opened the laptop he’d just bought with cash from a second-hand shop on Tottenham Court Road. Given what he was about to do, he’d taken the precaution of placing a piece of tape over the camera and sticking gum into the microphones to make sure that they couldn’t be turned against him. He powered up the machine, connected to the café’s Wi-Fi network and typed a URL into the search engine that took him to the website of the small publisher that had repeatedly tried to purchase Anthony Scarwell’s diaries.

The design was clean, simple and professional. At first glance, it looked like the website of every other small publisher working with limited resources. The background image showed a vibrant and colourful bookcase stuffed with modern paperbacks alongside classic editions, and the text running across the page spoke of ‘an enduring love of books of all shapes and sizes’. The only unusual thing about it was how little information it contained. There were no images of other books they had published, and no mention of who exactly was behind the company. Anyone stumbling across it by accident would dismiss it as belonging to a company that had probably gone under at some point, leaving the website to languish in a dark and dingy corner of the internet.

There was a contact page, however. The text along the top read: Please send us a message if you’ve read and loved one of our books!

Cooper typed:

I’ve acquired a set of diaries that I believe you’re interested in. They were written by someone who died recently and contain a lot of information about the political world of the last few decades. If you’re still interested in purchasing them, send your best and final offer to the following email address: booklover3998@protonmail.com.

There was no telling how long it might take them to reply. Cooper sipped his coffee, sat back and opened the first diary. He felt a small twinge of guilt at the fact he’d taken the diaries away from the author’s niece, but he’d grown a thick skin over the years and was able to rationalise what he’d done. It was always possible that he’d be able to return them once this was over.

He turned the pages. The first volume covered the years 1995 to 2002. Tiny, spidery handwriting filled every inch of every page, and it didn’t take Cooper long to spot the first name that he recognised, that of a former BBC journalist who had since gone on to edit several national newspapers and take up a place in the House of Lords. The gossip about him didn’t amount to much more than rumours of a drinking problem and a prodigious temper, but as he turned the pages, Cooper came across dozens more names, many of which he didn’t recognise. Anthony Scarwell had clearly been a tremendous gossip with an insatiable appetite for stories that he could leverage for personal and political gain.

The pace didn’t let up as Cooper glanced through the other volumes. There were accounts of extra-marital affairs, political backstabbing, friendships turned sour, drug use, financial fraud and even an account of an accidental death during a boat trip in 2020. Cooper wasn’t a regular follower of US celebrity gossip, but even he recognised the names involved. The most recent entry, completed just three days before Scarwell’s death, described a detailed allegation of electoral fraud in the US that Cooper had no doubt would bring down at least one high-profile politician if it saw the light of day. It was no wonder that an outfit like Hemlock would be keen to get their hands on this. Even if only half of what the diaries contained was true, there was enough of what the Russians called kompromat—compromising material—here to generate leverage and win influence right across the political landscape.

Cooper turned to the laptop and refreshed the email account.

A message.

We remain interested in making a generous offer for the items described, it read. To verify that you are in possession of them, please take a picture of five random pages and send them to us.

Cooper used the laptop camera to take photographs of three pages. He ran the pictures through a tool to strip the metadata from the pictures and attached them to his reply.

You haven’t paid me any money yet, so three is all you’re getting.

Send.

He waited, listening with half an ear to a family of Australian tourists at the next table argue about which country made the best coffee.

Another message.

Tell us who you are and how you came by these diaries.

They were clearly puzzled by the fact that their own operatives had failed to locate the diaries after Scarwell’s death, yet someone else had popped up willing to make a deal.

A friend of the family, wrote Cooper. The author of the diaries told me that you were interested in buying them, so as soon as I heard of his death, I removed them from his house for safekeeping.

Send.

The reply landed within seconds.

Understood. We are willing to pay 150K. We hope you will recognise that this is an extremely fair offer. To hand over the diaries and receive your payment, please go to St James Park this evening at ten pm and await further instructions.

You must be alone.
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As a rule, Cooper wasn’t a fan of disguises. Even if you were accustomed to wearing a wig or a prosthetic nose, which most people weren’t, you constantly ran the risk of some small detail looking unnatural or out of place. If you got into a fight, it could be even worse than that; it was very hard to stop the other person dislodging your disguise with a punch or a shove. The only times that disguises were useful, Cooper had found, was at a distance and in the dark. Otherwise, he avoided them at all costs.

Tonight was definitely one of those situations that called for an exception to the rule. The darkness in St James’ Park was all-encompassing apart from the headlights of passing cars and the faint orange glow from one of the lampposts. Cooper shifted from foot to foot and looked around. He wore a sandy-coloured wig underneath his baseball cap and a pair of tortoiseshell glasses. The light disguise gave him some reassurance that Hemlock operatives in the vicinity would struggle to make a positive identification of the mysterious ‘friend of the family’ who had appeared out of nowhere with the diaries. Their priority would be a smooth handover, but they would no doubt be just as keen to know precisely who was taking their money. Although Cooper had flown underneath the radar for years, his image—along with that of every other British citizen—was stored with the passport office, the DVLA and a handful of other government databases. If Hemlock really had the capabilities that Control described, Cooper didn’t want to give them the opportunity to take his picture, work out who he really was and turn the tables on him.

He checked his phone for a new email. The last one he’d received instructed him to stand by the drinking fountain by Birdcage Walk, but he was under no illusions that that was where the handover would take place. They would want to observe him to make sure that he was alone. He narrowed his eyes and peered into the darkness, shifting nervously. Somewhere nearby an owl hooted. He pretended to jump in alarm, wheeling around to see who was there.

No harm in them underestimating him.

His phone beeped with a new email.

Walk straight towards the Blue Bridge, it read. Once across, turn right and proceed to the Guards Memorial. We will meet you there. Look for the woman with a red umbrella under her left arm.

Cooper set off, squinting into the intense darkness to make out the shape of the bridge ahead of him. At the late hour there were only a few tourists in the park. A single jogger sped past him on one side, and a handful of teenagers drinking brightly coloured alcopops came the other way, laughing loudly at something one of them had said. He paused briefly at the top of the bridge, turning to glimpse a view that never failed to stir his heart of water glinting in the moonlight and, beyond it, the edge of Buckingham Palace.

He crossed the bridge and turned right. He knew better than to expect there would be a woman with an umbrella of any colour waiting for him. It was the sort of thing that a nervous and inexperienced friend of Anthony Scarwell might expect to read in a message, but in reality, Hemlock would never provide a description of their operative in writing up front. They would want to preserve the element of surprise until the last possible moment. In fact, Cooper had no expectation he would get remotely close to the Guards Memorial. As a meeting place it was too close to the road, too close to the bright lights at the back of Downing Street and Admiralty House.

Whatever it was they were about to do, they would want to do under the cover of darkness.

Cooper didn’t hear them coming, but he did see the glint of a knife. One person sliced the strap of his leather shoulder bag and caught it before it could hit the ground. A second person pressed a small package into his hands, and a third person hit him across the back of his knees so that he fell to the path. It all took no more than three seconds.

The cold muzzle of a weapon pressed against the back of his neck.

“You have your money,” said a man’s voice. “Consider this transaction closed.”

He heard the sound of footsteps running away into the darkness.
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Cooper lay on the cold and damp path that ran through the centre of St James’ Park, his ears straining for any sound beyond the increasingly distant pat, pat, pat of fleeing footsteps. The package in his hands struck him as being the approximate size, weight and feel of one hundred and twenty-five thousand pounds in fifties and hundreds. Apart from a light bruise where the gun had been jabbed into the back of his head, he was unscathed. Whoever had wielded the knife knew what they were doing, and the blow to the back of his knees had been perfectly judged. It was possible that he was still being watched. Getting to his feet, Cooper stuffed the package into his jacket pocket and brushed the dirt from his trousers. He looked left and right in confusion and then set off at a run in the direction of Victoria station.

There were two reasons for running. The first was that it fit with his cover of a hapless and naïve friend who had stumbled into something way above their head. The second was that he wanted to confirm that he wasn’t being followed. He knew the roads and alleyways in this area intimately and made a series of quick turns left and then right that would force anyone behind him into the open. He ran across Birdcage Walk and found himself turning onto Carteret Street, where he knew that at least half the streetlamps were permanently out of order. At the end was a private garden gate that was always left unlocked, and he stepped inside and pressed himself against the wall, his chest heaving, as he listened for the slightest indication that he’d company.

He counted down from one hundred.

He was clean.

Stepping out of the garden, he walked a short distance and turned left into Petty France, keeping in the shadows. A dark grey transit van was parked at the end. As Cooper approached, the door slid open, and a grey cloud of smoke drifted out, followed by a single smouldering cigarette butt.

Cooper jumped in and closed the door behind him.

“Any sign they knew what we were up to?” asked Cooper.

“None,” replied Nathan Wiley with a mischievous grin.

“What have we got?” asked Cooper.

“The first thing we’ve got is this,” said Nathan, reaching over to tap a screen. “I had a drone up over the park. The thermal imaging shows a total of four operatives deployed to the park, and if you fast-forward through the footage”—he pressed a button to speed up the frames—“you can see them all converging on you at precisely the same moment. From there they all leave the park in different directions. They’re very professional. No hesitation in their movements, and no radio communications between them to check on each other’s movements. It’s almost like a ballet the way they moved into position, executed their plan and then left.”

Cooper and Nathan had discussed at length the best way to deal with the handover of the diaries. Cooper’s concern had been that if he adopted a violent approach and overpowered whoever came to collect them, it might leave him in a position in which he’d control over one or two individuals but no way of tracking back from them to the organisation that pulled their strings. That was the lesson both he and Nathan had taken away from Cooper’s encounter with the two police officers. Even if you got your hands on a Hemlock emissary, there was no guarantee that you could find out anything about Hemlock itself. In this case, that left them with only one possible course of action: follow the diaries themselves.

“Any idea who they are?” asked Cooper.

“I’m working on it. The drone footage shows where they left the park and entered the streets. I’ve got a programme downloading CCTV footage from the council cameras. There’ll be some clear shots among them. One thing I can tell you now is that this man was one of them.”

He pressed a button.

A black-and-white image of Pip Walker filled the screen.

The MI5 head of internal affairs who had told Cooper that Hemlock was a myth.

Cooper was almost lost for words.

“Christ,” he said finally. “That explains why they set the two police officers on me. I was racking my brains trying to work out how I slipped up in my conversation with Timothy Powell. But I didn’t slip up—Powell knew from the moment I set foot across his front step who I was and why I suspected him.”

Nathan tapped at the keyboard, and the image was replaced by a map. Cooper pointed at a flashing red dot.

“Is that the tracking device?”

“Yes,” said Nathan. “I’ve actually attached several devices to the diaries to ensure that we don’t lose coverage. It looks like your friend Pip is the one who’s been tasked with the job of delivering the diaries.”

“Several devices?” queried Cooper, suddenly concerned. “He’s a very experienced field agent. He’ll have seen every tracking device known to man in the course of his career.”

“Not these ones. I’m not using tech available to your average officer. The reason he won’t find them is that they’re not visible to the naked eye.”

Cooper couldn’t keep a look of scepticism from crossing his face.

“Transient electronics,” said Nathan. “Developed for use in medical procedures. Surgeons can implant devices that slowly dissolve over time, meaning that there’s no need for a second operation to remove them. The circuits are made from either water-soluble or bioresorbable metals that dissolve or metabolize into small, benign molecules.”

“How transient is transient?”

Nathan fixed him with a serious look.

“Twenty-four hours. That’s as long as you’ve got.”
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In some ways, thought Cooper, Corfe Castle was the unlikeliest location for an organisation like Hemlock to hide. The house he and Nathan had tracked the diaries to overnight was situated in a hundred acres of private woodland just on the edge of the Dorset village, named after the ruined castle that sat atop the Purbeck Hills. Thousands of tourists flocked to the area every year in search of clotted-cream teas and idyllic views, never for one moment suspecting that an organisation like Hemlock was hidden just out of sight behind the tall brick wall that encircled the property.

As Cooper had expected, the journey that the diaries took on their way down to Dorset proved to be a long and circuitous one. Pip Walker was an experienced enough operative to know that the fact he couldn’t see a tracking device concealed in the diaries didn’t necessarily mean that one wasn’t present. From St James’ Park, Walker had travelled by car to a house in south London. The diaries stayed there for just over an hour, during which time, Cooper suspected, they were subjected to their first thorough examination. From there they were taken to a second property just outside Basingstoke. It was at this point that Cooper and Nathan Wiley began to fear that their plan would run into sand.

It was only later that they were able to piece together what had most likely taken place in the Basingstoke property. It was evident to anyone who thought carefully about it that the diaries’ value lay not in the pages, the binding and the ink but in the information that they contained. The diaries themselves were of no value. It was the secrets they contained that Hemlock valued. Because of this, an obvious security precaution at this stage, before the diaries were delivered to their final destination, would be to photograph the pages and then destroy the diaries, rendering any tracking devices concealed inside them useless.

That was exactly what Cooper and Nathan began to fear was happening until they saw a very curious thing happen on the screen of Nathan’s computer. The tracking beacon appeared to divide into two halves, with the first, stronger signal remaining in Basingstoke while the second, much fainter, signal travelled down the M3 towards Corfe Castle.

Then the first signal disappeared completely.

“What the hell is going on?” Cooper had asked. “How can there have been two signals? And where has the first one gone?”

Lost in thought, Nathan closed his eyes and turned his head towards the ceiling of the grey transit van. It was a full minute before he spoke.

“It’s the adhesive,” he said excitedly.

“What adhesive?” asked Cooper.

“I used several devices to ensure coverage—remember? They were attached to the diaries’ bindings with a polymer adhesive. If that adhesive was loosened as a result of exposure to moisture, it’s possible that one of the devices came loose and reattached itself to another surface. It could be Pip Walker’s jacket; it could be the inside of the bag the diaries were being carried in. Whatever it is, that other signal is just about strong enough for us to see where it’s heading.”

Cooper shook his head in amazement. “So the first signal disappeared because they’ve destroyed the diaries by throwing them in a furnace. We’ve just got to hope that this single device will last long enough for the diaries to reach their final destination. How long do you think that might be?”

“An hour, maybe two at most. Not long—it’s going to be touch and go.”

Despite growing fainter by the hour, the signal remained active for long enough for them to witness it entering the hundred-acre estate outside Corfe Castle before it finally disappeared from the screen. Nathan was keen to drive around the perimeter of the estate in order to conduct a full radio-frequency survey of antennae, cellular and broadband transmissions, as well as telecoms and radio signals, allowing him to build a comprehensive picture of the estate’s defensive and offensive capabilities.

Leaving Nathan to it, Cooper walked into Corfe Castle and spent the morning talking with locals. He wasn’t in a hurry. He felt a powerful sense of urgency when it came to the task of bringing down Hemlock, but at the same time he knew that rushing into action would be a fatal mistake. Hemlock would be well protected, which meant he needed to formulate a robust plan before moving forward. The organisation wasn’t going anywhere. They had just acquired a rich source of new political leverage and scandal. If anything, they would be digging in.

He also knew just how rich a source of information a small and tight-knit community could be. If there were employees working in the Hemlock estate who drank too much on a Friday night and said things they shouldn’t, people here would know. Land disputes, helicopter flights at strange hours, the size of the security team—it was all information that could potentially be gleaned from local residents. It wasn’t the sort of information that could be obtained online. It could only be obtained by putting in the hours working his way patiently around the village.

His first port of call was the pub, where the landlord told him that the estate was owned and run by a drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre for the rich and famous. That explained why nobody was ever allowed in. Vehicles seen entering and exiting the estate always had blacked-out windows, the landlord explained, and security guards with dogs patrolled the perimeter wall, on the lookout for tabloid photographers pointing their long lenses through the foliage. An elderly woman in the tea shop confirmed this story, adding that the rehab centre was also an extremely generous benefactor to the town, funding the local library, the annual fair and even the bowls club. All of the payments were managed through a London-based law firm, she explained, because of the need for the rehab centre to keep village life at arm’s length, as she put it. The only direct connection she was aware of was that they employed a handful of local people in support roles, such as cooks, locksmiths or night-shift IT staff.

Cooper had to admit that it was a well-crafted cover story. A high-end rehab clinic would have the money to buy that amount of land and the funds required to maintain and protect it, and the patronage of events in the area kept locals happy and—most importantly—reluctant to say anything that might upset the owners of the estate, prompting them to withdraw their money.

He even phoned up the local newspaper, the Dorset Echo, and spoke to a veteran reporter who confided in him that they had received three stories about the clinic over the years, but in every case the paper had been subjected to a barrage of legal letters threatening lawsuits if a single word about it made its way into print. One of those stories, the journalist said, was based on the claim that cables had been laid from the rehab clinic’s land onto property owned by a local farmer who lived on a small plot three miles south of the village.

That lead provided Cooper with his last stop of the day.

He knocked on the farmhouse door.

“I don’t want to talk about them,” the farmer grunted once he’d heard why Cooper was there. “They’re nothing but bleedin’ trouble. Why are you asking anyway?”

“My grandmother is thinking of buying a plot of land on the other side of the estate,” Cooper explained. “Someone in town mentioned that you’d gone through some difficulties. They don’t sound like very good neighbours. I just want to provide my grandmother with some reassurance.”

The farmer’s tone softened.

“I certainly wouldn’t want her to sink her money into something that’s going to cause her no end of headaches,” he said. “But I think she should be fine. I tried to fight them; in the end they made such a high offer to leave the cables where they were that I had to accept. It’s hard to make ends meet as a farmer. I think they knew that. I think they knew that I wouldn’t be able to say no.”

“The cables are still there?”

“On the south field, the one planted with barley. I’ve had to carve out an acre or two make sure I don’t disturb the land where they’re laid, but they’ve made it worth my while.”

Cooper thanked the farmer for his time and drove back to the campsite, his mind processing everything he’d learned.

For the first time since he’d heard the name Hemlock, he knew what had to be done.
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Cooper and Nathan Wiley sat in the back of the grey transit van, parked up at the side of a quiet woodland track ten miles outside Corfe Castle, and dialled a number.

“Global Logistics, how may I place your call?”

“The director’s office, please,” said Cooper. “We’ve identified a delivery that’s being held up at customs and need his urgent input.”

They sat in silence as the call was routed and rerouted through time zones and across continents to ensure that it was clean. The interior of the van was soundproofed and lined with thin sheets of copper that would frustrate any attempt to interfere with its electronics, but in order for that to work, the door had to remain closed. Nathan Wiley had tried to persuade Cooper that the ventilation system would be good enough to exfiltrate the smoke from his cigarette, but Cooper had drawn the line.

Ten minutes, he’d said. Ten minutes without a cigarette, Nathan. Surely you can manage that?

“Eleven?” said Control finally, his voice echoing around the van’s interior. “Status update?”

“I’m here with Nathan Wiley from Group Two, sir,” said Cooper. “We’re clear to talk freely.”

“Proceed.”

“Sir, to cut a long story short, we identified a set of diaries that Hemlock was keen to purchase, obtained the diaries and sold them. A tracking device of Nathan’s concealed in the diaries has led us to a property outside of Corfe Castle in Dorset. Locals believe that it’s a high-end rehab clinic for the rich and famous, but we believe it’s a Hemlock property.”

“That’s excellent.”

“I’ve been examining the range of options that we would typically employ on an operation of this kind,” said Cooper. “The estate is too large for any reasonable-sized security team to guard its perimeter wall, especially if they don’t have any advance notice that we’re on our way. It wouldn’t be difficult to climb the wall and make my way to the main house. Given that we’re in the UK, access to weapons won’t be a challenge. I could go in armed to the teeth and ready.”

“I’ve taken the precaution of making sure that additional Group personnel are on standby to assist you, Eleven,” said Control. “They’re already on their way.”

“Thank you, sir.”

There was a brief pause. “Why do you sound so hesitant about it? What do you mean, you ‘could’ go in?”

“Because I think it would be the wrong thing to do,” said Cooper. “Hemlock is a totally unique adversary. Let’s say we secure the house, kill the people inside and seize all the contents. So what? Does that mean that we’ve got rid of Hemlock? Or would the group simply wash its hand of those personnel and assets and continue as though nothing had changed?”

“We don’t know what Hemlock is,” said Control quietly.

“Exactly, sir. They might have a dozen such properties across the country. In order to destroy Hemlock, we first have to understand it.”

Control exhaled with audible frustration. Cooper understood how he felt. His first instinct had been to plan an assault on the property, and part of him craved the adrenaline rush that would come with scaling the wall in the darkness and breaking in. But although it was a Hemlock property, he’d realised somewhere between the pub and the tea rooms, it wasn’t the Hemlock property. An attack might bring short-term satisfaction, but he’d little doubt that within a year or two Control would receive word of another Hemlock operation and realise that they had bungled their one chance to bring the secret organisation down.

“What do you propose?” said Control finally.

“Nathan here has made progress assessing the group’s IT infrastructure.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nathan, sitting upright. “The group tried to gain access to my computer through the phone of the police officer that Charlie got his hands on. But I’ve been able to send probes back down into their systems. I’ve mapped out the structure of their servers—size, power, file hierarchies—but I’m no closer to gaining access to the actual information stored there. In layman’s terms, I know how big the puzzle is, but I can’t see yet what picture is on it.”

“How does that help us?” asked Control.

“A local farmer told me about a series of cables that the Hemlock estate is running across the edge of his land,” said Cooper. “They’re right up against the perimeter wall. They’ll be covered by cameras, but they shouldn’t be hard to locate. If we can get access to those cables, sir,” said Cooper, “we can potentially get to all the data they hold.”

“Wait, are you talking about cutting their cables?”

“We’re talking about peeling back the protective coating to expose them and attaching metallic probes that will allow Nathan direct access into their mainframe.”

“They’ll switch it off,” said Control. “The second they see an online intruder, they’ll simply pull the switch. We’ll be no better off, but they’ll know that we’re onto them.”

“Yes, sir,” said Cooper. “They will try to do exactly that. But we’ve got a plan to stop them.”
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Norman Jackson stepped out of his small two-bedroom house on the outskirts of Corfe Castle and glanced upwards at the dark sky. It was a clear and cloudless night, which came as a blessed relief after a week of rain that had made his bike ride to work a nightly misery. Winds of up to fifty miles an hour, potholes that the council had left unfilled for months now, drivers who refused to dip their headlights; he’d encountered all of them, sometimes on the same five-mile ride to the estate on the edge of the village where he worked.

Wheeling his bike down the side passage, the twenty-four-year-old clipped on lights to the front and back and tucked his right trouser leg into his thick woollen sock to keep it clear of the chain. He allowed himself thirty-seven minutes to complete his journey each night, having learned the hard way that tardiness was unacceptable to his employers. The first time he’d only been late by a few minutes, because of a diversion on his route caused by roadworks, and it was bad luck that saw his bike get a puncture just one week later, meaning that he clocked in a full forty minutes after his midnight start time. They had been clear that one more strike would see him dismissed.

He accepted the dressing-down because he needed the job, but he couldn’t really understand why a rehab clinic was so strict about such things. It wasn’t as though he did very much at all on his night shifts. He was never allowed to enter the main house, where the clients and the majority of the staff stayed, instead spending the entirety of his eight-hour shift in the small set of offices off to one side where the organisation’s chief security officer—or CSO—was based.

“Your job is to be on hand to deal with any IT crises that emerge overnight,” he’d been told on his first day. “The clinic has a very strong set of electronic defences in place, given the high level of confidentiality required for us to operate. These defences will largely run without any input. However, in the extraordinary event that something goes wrong, we need someone on hand to take various measures until the proper IT staff can arrive.”

The proper IT staff. That stung.

It hadn’t taken him long to realise that he was little more than a night watchman, albeit for nothing more than a computer. He watched the security interface on the screen, which told him how many checks were running at any given time, but apart from that, he had no duties whatsoever. There was a long and complex list of instructions about what he should do in the event of an ‘IT incident’, as the CSO called it, but he’d never had to come close to doing any of that. In any case, number one on the list was call the CSO. It didn’t seem like much of a job for an ambitious young IT graduate from Exeter University, and he had plans to start applying for positions in London as soon as he’d saved up enough money for the exorbitant amounts required to rent even the tiniest studio flat in the capital’s shabbiest neighbourhood.

He couldn’t wait.

In the meantime, though, as his mother reminded him daily, a job was a job. He cycled down the deserted village high street, turned left at the bakery and braced himself for the long hill climb that would take him out of the village towards the estate. His legs felt more leaden than usual, and a sweat broke out on his brow despite the cool temperatures. He’d felt fine earlier. He’d eaten his usual Indian takeaway in front of the television, catching up on the latest overrated Netflix thriller. There had been a new delivery guy this evening, a monosyllabic young man whose face was largely covered by a scarf. Norman made a mental note to stop in at the restaurant tomorrow and check that the usual guy was all right. He enjoyed his nightly chats on the doorstep with Karim, who was also an avid gamer.

Digging deep, he came to the top of the hill and turned right down the sweeping road that led to the estate entrance. He fumbled inside his jacket for his pass and came to a halt. The guard heard the screech of brakes and the tread of his tyres on the gravel.

“Evening, Norman,” he said. “Everything all right?”

“Yes, thanks,” said Norman.

“You look a bit funny.”

“The ride took it out of me for some reason,” he said, forcing a grin. “I’ll be all right in a bit.”

The gates opened, and he rode through. Although he was now in the estate, it was another ten minutes’ cycle ride to the main building.

A cramp twisted his stomach, and he gasped aloud.

Come to think of it, he thought, that curry did taste a little weird.

“Come on, Norman,” he said aloud. “Pull yourself together.”
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Cooper had been working by moonlight for two solid hours before he found what he’d been looking for. There were moments when he began to wonder if he’d come to the wrong corner of the farmer’s barley field. It certainly looked like the right one, given the way that a narrow swathe at the edge of the field nearest the estate’s perimeter wall had clearly not been planted, but it was always possible that there were other reasons for that. It might be that there had been a problem with the soil, or that the farmer had been forced to spray a powerful weedkiller that would kill the barley.

Just when he was beginning to consider looking elsewhere, though, his shovel hit something hard.

He only needed to expose a small stretch of the cable. They called them ‘vampire taps’ in the trade, Nathan had explained to Cooper. You cut back the thick plastic jacket surrounding the cables and attach probes to the exposed wires inside. “That’s far from the task being completed,” Nathan had gone on. “But if I park the van nearby, we can run the data and see how much sense we can make of it. It’ll be heavily encrypted, there’s no doubt about that, but we have access to tools that with a bit of luck should be able to crack it wide open.”

Cooper stood up straight and waved to Nathan to signal that he’d located the cables. Nathan gave a single flash of headlights to confirm receipt of the message. While conducting his full radio-frequency survey of the estate earlier in the day, Nathan had also deployed a thermal-imaging camera that allowed him to map out the location of security cameras positioned around the estate, and they had selected a point to dig for the cables that was just out of the cameras’ reach.

While Nathan readied his probes, Cooper took out a small saw. He knew that the outer layer of such cables was typically a durable, weather-resistant plastic like polyethylene, and that once he’d cut through that, there would likely be an inner layer of galvanised steel wire to protect against burrowing rodents. His saw was fitted with an insulated handle. He also wore specialist gloves and was kneeling on a dry rubber mat, but he knew there was still a high risk of electric shock if he made contact with the cable.

Once he’d done the bulk of the cutting, he slowed down, examining the outer layer of the cables with a head torch to ensure that he didn’t cut too far.

“That’s probably enough,” said Nathan, peering over his shoulder.

“Are you sure? I think I can safely go a bit further.”

“The probes are thin,” said Nathan, holding up a handful of wires that ended in fine needle points. “They’ll pass through the final steel-wire layer without difficulty.”

Cooper took the wires from Nathan. Leaning into the hole, he inserted them one by one into the underground cable. Nathan ran back to the van and climbed inside. Cooper waited. He found it hard to imagine that the cable—a bundle of ultra-pure glass strands carrying data in the form of light pulses—might conceivably contain everything needed to bring Hemlock down. An organisation like that wreaked havoc, destroying lives and ending careers, but like any modern company, they conducted their trade along electronic pathways that could cross the globe in fractions of a second. The information contained just a few inches away was enough to bring down governments. It was a heady thought.

He heard the sound of Nathan jumping from the van and turned to see him holding a thumb in the air.

They were in.
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Inside the Hemlock estate, Norman Jackson stared at the computer screen in front of him. The pain in his stomach had been growing steadily for the past thirty minutes. He’d been well enough to sign in as normal, and his boss—the company’s CSO—had even called him shortly after midnight to check everything was all right.

“The security guard called me to say you looked unwell,” he said.

“A takeaway didn’t agree with me,” said Norman, making every effort to keep his voice free of the discomfort he felt. “I’ll be fine. I’m already feeling better.”

“Are you sure? There are already question marks about your suitability for this job, Norman. If I hear that you’re turning up for work hungover or—even worse—drunk, you’ll be out on your ear before you know it.”

“It’s not that,” he pleaded. “I haven’t had anything to drink for days. I’ll feel better in a bit. I promise.”

Norman made his third cup of instant coffee and sat down wearily in front of the computer. The cramps were twisting his stomach into knots, and he was having trouble focussing on the screen. He’d already been the bathroom four or five times, and on one of those occasions he’d come close to falling asleep. Everything looked blurry. He walked into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. He wanted nothing more than to lie down on the bathroom floor and close his eyes, but he couldn’t afford to lose this job. Not yet at least. Six more months and he would have hit his savings target. That was when he could tell them what to do with their stupid job.

Until then…

His knees buckled underneath him, and he found himself on the floor, his face pressed against the cold tiles and his chest heaving.

What the hell was in that curry? he thought. Maybe if I just close my eyes for one minute. That’s all I need. Then I’ll be back at my desk. In any case, if the phone rings, I’ll hear it. There’s no way I’ll sleep through a phone ringing.

Norman Jackson closed his eyes and immediately fell into a deep sleep.

Twenty minutes later an alarm on his computer started beeping, but he didn’t hear a thing.

Forty minutes after that, his phone started ringing.

Even then he didn’t wake up.
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Cooper sat at Nathan’s shoulder in the grey transit van. It was close to 2am, and the only sound other than the rhythmic tapping of Nathan’s fingers across the keyboard was the occasional hoot of an owl.

“You can see on this screen that I was able to map out Hemlock’s IT infrastructure by sending a covert programme through the police officer’s phone,” said Nathan, keeping his voice low. “Think of it as rooms in a house—we knew how many rooms there were and how large they were but not what was inside them. Now, though, thanks to the probes in the cable, we’re populating those rooms—we’re filling them with furniture. Look here.”

He tapped the screen.

“Bank accounts, personnel files, organisational structure—it’s all here. There’s even a file about the maintenance of this property and a list of all the groups and events in Corfe Castle that they’re sponsoring. They’ve divided their operational files into sub-groups depending on the target community. They’ve conducted just over three hundred operations that directly involve British politicians, for example, and it looks like they’re moving into the European market too. But they’ve also got their hooks into some very large multinationals that are headquartered in the US. It’s everything we could have hoped for. The full English.”

Ignoring their previous agreement, Nathan lit his first cigarette in an hour and inhaled deeply. Cooper didn’t have the heart to ask him to put it out.

“Is there any sign that they know we’re doing this?”

“Oh, they know all right,” said Nathan. “We’re not being subtle—this is the equivalent of smashing down the front door and grabbing all the jewels. But they haven’t put up any of the usual defence mechanisms that I would expect. A lot of those we’ve bypassed by gaining physical access to the cables. But there are still other measures they could employ. They could shut the whole thing down, for a start.”

He tapped a few keys.

“What did you put in the night-shift guy’s curry, by the way?” he asked, turning to look at Cooper over his shoulder.

“Enough laxative to keep him glued to the toilet for a while,” said Cooper.

“And the takeaway delivery man?”

“Tied up in his front room. He’s comfortable. As soon as we’re done, I’ll call his neighbour and ask them to pop around and untie him.”

Cooper turned the door handle softly and slid it open, making as little noise as possible. No matter how effective the fan was, he couldn’t sit in there for the next hour if Nathan was going to smoke. A crescent moon hung low in the sky, and a cold breeze blew low over the edge of the neighbouring field, ruffling the barley. Cooper found himself reflecting on the journey that had led to this point. One thing he still didn’t understand was what had motivated Vanessa Clay to utter the word ‘Hemlock’ as she fell to her death from a half-constructed building in the Jordanian desert. She was ruthless, as she’d proved by leaving Cooper to his death in Singapore. As far as he could tell, Vanessa was made for an organisation like Hemlock. So why did she feel the need to make setting Cooper on their trail her last act on this earth?

He climbed back into the van.

“Can you search for individual names?” he asked.

“I can try,” said Nathan. “The data is only partially decrypted, and it’s all jumbled up, but I can have a look.”

“Try Vanessa Clay.”

Nathan typed her name into his search tool, and immediately dozens of lines filled his screen.

“Here, take this,” he said, handing Cooper a tablet that was sitting on his improvised work surface. “I’ll send the files across.”

Cooper sat on the van step and balanced the tablet on his knees. It didn’t take long for the files to appear in the directory, and he began to scan them at speed, trying to piece together fragments of her story. It quickly became apparent that Vanessa had been running missions on the side for Hemlock for the past five years. She also had her job in the security team of a pharmaceutical firm, which frequently provided her with cover for Hemlock business, but it seemed that working for Hemlock on an ad hoc basis wasn’t enough for her. She wanted to take over. She wanted to get rid of the organisation’s head, Timothy Powell, and establish herself in his place. She’d made little secret of her ambition. She’d won over a third of the board and was engaged in intense lobbying to persuade the other two-thirds to join her side. It was an old-fashioned power struggle. Vanessa was in the process of wresting control of Hemlock from Powell, which was why he’d tricked her into mounting an operation that he knew would almost certainly lead to her death.

“Charlie?” said Nathan.

Cooper stuck his head back into the van.

“They’ve activated additional defences. I don’t know exactly what that means, but it’s likely that their full-time IT security personnel have arrived at the house. I wouldn’t be surprised if they shut everything down in the next few minutes.”

“How much is there still to extract?” asked Cooper.

“We could continue all night,” said Nathan. “I doubt we’ll get all of it. But from what I’m seeing, there’s more than enough here to bring them down.”

“Keep me posted,” said Cooper.

He turned back to the Vanessa Clay documents. It dawned on him that Timothy Powell had been the one who came up with a reason for Vanessa to travel to Singapore, and the reason he’d done that was that he knew Cooper would be there. Hemlock’s reach was so insidiously all-pervasive that he’d been able to track Cooper’s travel to attend the biomedical conference in Singapore. Powell knew that Vanessa and Cooper had history, and he’d judged—correctly as it turned out—that the two would somehow collide, with Vanessa coming off the loser.

Powell had used Cooper to take out his rival.

That was why Vanessa had said what she’d said as she fell to her death. She’d pieced it together. She’d realised what Powell had done and wanted Cooper to take revenge on Powell and the organisation he ran. Cooper shook his head. He couldn’t help but admire the way that Vanessa had him running around doing her bidding from beyond the grave.

“Charlie, you’d better see this,” said Nathan.

Cooper stepped into the van and looked at Nathan’s screen, divided into a dozen squares that were turning blank one by one.

“They’re shutting it down,” he said.

“Do you think they know where we are?” asked Cooper. “Can they track the breach down to a specific length of cable?”

Nathan’s answer was drowned out by a volley of bullets hitting the corner of the van.
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The first fusillade rocked the van, smashing the windows, the lights and putting deep dents into the side facing the estate. A second burst of gunfire took out the tyres nearest to the perimeter wall. The thin metallic lining that had been inserted into the van interior to protect against technical interference had kept Cooper and Nathan Wiley alive, but there was no such protection for the front cabin. A third burst of gunfire smashed into the dashboard, tearing the steering wheel loose and ripping the electrics from their housing. If there had been any question in Cooper’s mind about whether the van could be driven, it had been answered.

Then there was silence.

“Cooper,” called a voice through the darkness.

Pip Walker.

“Give up,” he said. “We’ve got you outnumbered and outgunned. You have my word that we’ll let you live as long as you give us whatever it is that you’ve stolen.”

Cooper knew that the last thing he and Nathan could do was give themselves up. They also couldn’t leave the cover of the transit van. In either direction lay acres of open fields illuminated by the moon that hung low in the cloudless sky. There was nowhere to run, and if they tried, they’d be scythed down by gunfire in a matter of seconds. The only thing to run towards was the estate itself, but Cooper had little doubt that there would be at least a dozen of Walker’s armed operatives lying in wait for them there.

“Allow me to make the same offer to you, Pip,” called Cooper. “Put down your gun and I’ll make sure you live. I can’t promise you’ll stay out of prison, but I can promise that you’ll stay alive long enough to get there.”

Walker laughed.

“That’s a kind offer,” he said. “Unfortunately, I’m going to have to decline.”

Cooper turned back to Nathan, who had taken refuge on the floor of the van, his hands clamped tight over his head.

“Nathan,” he whispered, “the data we’ve exfiltrated from the cables—can you make sure it’s all sent to London immediately.”

Nathan nodded and scrambled back into the chair, his fingers a blur across the keyboard.

Cooper reached for the rack attached above the van door and took down two weapons: a Heckler & Koch MP5 and a Glock 17 with a flared magwell for speed-loading.

“When did you decide to work for the other side?” he called out.

“Timothy and I joined MI5 in the same week,” came the reply. “Did you know that? Once we’d hatched our plan for Hemlock, he left to set up the company, and I stayed on as Hemlock’s man on the inside. We couldn’t have done it otherwise. It allowed me to spot threats coming our way. Threats like you.”

“I’m still here,” said Cooper. “I guess that means you haven’t done a very good job.”

He lay down on the floor of the van and hung his head and shoulders out of the open door so that he could look underneath the vehicle. If he was in Pip Walker’s position, with superior numbers and firepower, he wouldn’t waste time sitting around talking. Sure enough, he glimpsed two pairs of booted feet approaching the vehicle, one on the left and the other on the right, both moving with the wide, cautious stance of trained soldiers.

Cooper extended the Glock and fired two shots beneath the van in rapid succession. The first exploded the kneecap of the man on the left; the second tore a chunk out of his colleague’s ankle. Both men dropped to the ground and began to writhe in agony. For a while there was no noise other than the sound of the two injured men trying to drag themselves back to cover.

“You’re getting predictable, Pip. Why don’t you come and have a go yourself?”

“There’s no way out. We can sit here for as long as you like, but there’s only one outcome.”

Cooper gritted his teeth. He wasn’t sure what he could do.

“Do you know that we once considered asking you to join us?”

Cooper laughed.

“I know, it seems funny in light of where we are now. You were halfway into your career at MI6. We were confident that you had the skills to make a valuable addition to Hemlock, but unfortunately you failed a little test that we put in front of you.”

“What was that?”

“You might not even remember it. You’d just cleared a house being used by the Islamic State on the Jordanian-Iraqi border, and we had one of our people leave a bundle of cash wrapped in cellophane underneath one of the beds. It wasn’t much—maybe ten or twenty thousand. But it was enough to tell us whether you were someone who’d break the rules.”

“I remember it,” said Cooper.

“You handed the cash in to your superior the same day. Not one dollar bill was missing.”

“You had someone on the ground who could do that—someone on my team?”

“We have people everywhere, Charlie.”

“Not anymore, you don’t. Hemlock won’t exist twenty-four hours from now.”

There was a brief pause in which Cooper had no doubt Walker was giving orders to one of his team. He braced for the impact of further gunfire, but nothing came. Instead, Cooper heard the noise of something small and metallic skidding across the roof of the van, and he watched as a grenade dropped down about a dozen away from the open door. He just had enough time to slam it shut and push Nathan off his chair and into the far corner.

The blast tore into the side of the van, shattering the remaining windows and tearing a hole where the van door had once been.

“Last chance, Charlie,” called out Walker once the noise had subsided. “Nobody’s coming. There’s no one within miles of here except for the farmer, and he’s not going to do anything. Think for a minute about the organisations and people that Hemlock controls: politicians, newspapers, CEOs. We can manage the Corfe Castle police.”

“It’s not them you should be worrying about,” said Cooper.

He looked at his watch. Enough time had passed for Walker’s team to give away each and every one of their locations.

He lifted the radio to his mouth and spoke quietly.

“Ready when you are,” he said.
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The first round of supporting gunfire came from somewhere off to Cooper’s left, perhaps fifty metres away. It cut through a tight cluster of Pip Walker’s men, dropping them where they stood. Three more shots followed in quick succession: one that clipped the cheekbone of a sniper and spun him out of sight, another that smashed into the hip of a man trying to scramble behind a tree, and a third that tore into the engine block of a jet-black Range Rover concealed in a nearby copse. The vehicle died with a cough of steam and smoke.

Cooper couldn’t help but smile.

So much for handling it alone. Cooper didn’t know who Control had sent, but Walker’s situation had taken a precipitous turn for the worse.

Cooper jumped down from the van and landed lightly on the soil. He shoved the Glock into the waistband of his jeans, brought the Heckler & Koch up, and moved around the front of the transit van, firing as he went. He was aware of more shots cracking out from the darkness beyond the barley field—controlled, measured, never wasted—but he forced himself to tune them out and concentrate on what was in front of him.

A muzzle flash flared beside a tall oak.

Cooper squeezed the trigger and sent a short burst into the tree. Bark exploded. A black-clad figure slumped and slid to the ground. Cooper pivoted right, dropped two men sprinting for cover, then broke into a run across open ground. He skidded to one knee and fired at a man lying prone on top of the ten-metre perimeter wall, taking wild shots into the darkness. The first burst shattered the top course of bricks; the second caught the gunman in the shoulder as he rolled backward and vanished from view.

Cooper scanned the trees and open ground, searching for Walker.

A man stepped out from behind a tree, arm cocked back as if to throw a grenade. Before Cooper could fire, a single shot punched into the man’s chest and hurled him backward.

Clean. Efficient.

“Walker?” Cooper called out. “It’s over.”

Another shot cracked from the darkness, dropping a man who’d been trying to flatten himself against a tree trunk.

“I know you’re still out there,” Cooper called. “You’re done.”

Silence.

Cooper advanced slowly, the Heckler & Koch tracking left to right in a steady arc. From the direction of Walker’s voice, he was fairly sure the man hadn’t made a break for it. If he had, whomever Control had sent would have seen him.

Which meant Walker was still close.

Probably near the line of thick bushes planted against the base of the perimeter wall.

Cooper fired a single round into the centre of the greenery and waited.

Branches rustled.

Walker stepped out, hands raised, smiling.

Cooper was used to seeing him in tweed. Tonight, he was dressed for work: black cargo trousers, black roll-neck sweater.

“Where’s Timothy Powell?” asked Cooper.

Walker laughed. “Timothy always makes sure he’s nowhere near scenes like this.”

“We’ll find him.”

Boots crunched softly on soil behind him. Someone approached from the darkness, stopped a few paces back.

“That’s it,” a voice said quietly. Calm. Neutral. “He’s the last one.”

Cooper didn’t turn around.

Walker took a step closer.

“I told Timothy he was making a mistake using you to deal with Vanessa. End one problem, make a bigger one. He should’ve listened.”

Another step.

“Close enough,” Cooper said.

“One thing I never worked out,” Walker went on, ignoring the warning. “Who you work for now. We knew you wouldn’t go corporate. Too restless.”

He stepped forward again. This time he dropped his hands.

“I won’t warn you again,” said Cooper.

“Whoever it is you work for, you and whoever helped you, why don’t you come and join us? Bring whoever it is who hacked into our servers too. Whatever it is you’re being paid, we’ll increase it tenfold.”

He extended his right hand as though to conclude a deal and stepped forward again. His left hand strayed momentarily out of sight behind his waist. When it reappeared, it was gripping a small Browning pistol.

Cooper raised the muzzle of his Heckler & Koch. “Drop it.”

Walker only smiled.

“I don’t want to shoot you,” said Cooper.

He meant it. Watching Vanessa Clay fall to her death had done something to him, something he didn’t like. He could list plenty of justifications for taking out former colleagues who had crossed over to the other side, but that didn’t mean he would ever find it easy.

Walker moved faster than Cooper anticipated. The Browning snapped up…

…and a single shot cracked through the night.

Walker was hit square in the forehead.

He jerked backward and collapsed onto the soil without a sound.

Cooper stood still for a moment, then lowered his weapon.

Cooper turned to look at the agent standing beside the battered grey transit van. He was dressed in black and utterly unmemorable. The kind of man who would never attract attention: average height, average build, features that refused to settle in the mind for more than a second or two. He could have passed for a delivery driver, a night-shift security guard, or a man waiting for a late train. His posture was balanced. The rifle rested easily against his shoulder.

“Thank you,” Cooper said. “Number?”

“Seven,” the man said.

“You’ll report to Control?”

“I will. Do you need anything else?”

“No,” Cooper said. “I’ve got it from here.”

“Right you are.”

The man was like Cooper: trained to operate alone, comfortable in the dark, and at ease with violence. A man who did his work thoroughly and without ego and then disappeared.


EPILOGUE


Control led Cooper through the corridors and passages of the National Archive at Kew, pausing finally to knock at a door marked M. Kosminsky.

“Come in.”

Margaret Kosminky sat behind a desk illuminated by a single lamp, working her way through a stack of files while annotating yellowing pages with a red pen. An old record player balanced on a cardboard box in the corner played a scratchy version of the Goldberg Variations. When she saw who was at her door, she bustled around for a few minutes, taking Control’s jacket and finding the two of them chairs.

“I had an inkling you’d be back,” she said to Cooper.

She turned down the music, closed the file she was working on and sat behind her desk.

“We’ve got good news,” said Control. “Hemlock is being dismantled.”

Her eyes dampened. She took a tissue from the sleeve of her frayed red cardigan and dabbed the tears away.

“We wanted you to hear it from us first, Margaret. A lot of the work is being handled in-house. The organisation owned eight properties across the UK; all of them have been cleared and will be sold off in due course. We’ve identified fifty-seven hotel rooms and private flats fitted with Hemlock’s covert equipment—mostly audio bugs and cameras used for blackmail—and every one of them is being stripped and destroyed. We’re burning a vast quantity of compromising recordings and footage. Where we can, the police will bring charges against those connected to the group, though I won’t pretend it’s going to be simple. The data recovered from their servers tells us who they are, but in some cases it isn’t enough on its own to secure a charge. That isn’t true of the man at the top. Timothy Powell has been arrested on multiple counts: tax evasion, money laundering, blackmail, extortion, and corruption of a public official. If even half of that holds, he won’t see the outside of a prison again.”

What Control had left out was that another type of justice was being meted out in parallel. The most dangerous among the Hemlock operatives were being added to a Group Fifteen kill list, and MI6 had already begun to dismantle Hemlock’s entire European network, torching office premises and destroying hundreds of thousands of pounds’ worth of computers and electronic equipment. MI5, meanwhile, had adopted a scorched-earth approach towards Pip Walker’s betrayal, revisiting every case he’d worked on for the past twenty years and summarily dismissing his half dozen closest friends in the organisation.

“There’s more,” Control said. “The surest way to stop something like Hemlock from reforming is to drag it into the light. I’ve passed a selection of the most damaging files to an investigative journalist I trust. You can expect stories to start appearing in the Sunday papers and to run for weeks. With any luck, that will be the end of it.”

Kosminsky sat back in her chair, looked at the ceiling and exhaled deeply.

“We knew it, didn’t we?” she said to Control finally, reaching forward to place her hand over his. “Nobody believed us, but we knew it.”

She opened the drawer of her desk and took out a slim file. Cooper recognised it: the Hemlock dossier he’d read only days earlier. She paused, drew a breath, and opened it for the last time. The pages inside chronicled the downfall and death of her cousin, Christopher Wilmshurst, murdered by Hemlock operatives in 1994.

Then she straightened, pushed back her chair and crossed to a crowded bookcase. After shifting a stack of files, she reached into the shadows and drew out a dusty bottle of whisky. She brushed away a cobweb and squinted at the label.

“Christopher’s favourite. I’ve been saving it. He would’ve approved.”

She set three glasses on the desk and poured.

She held up her glass; Cooper and Control did the same.

She looked to Control, then to Cooper. “Thank you,” she said.

They touched glasses.

Margaret drained her glass and set it down. “I’ve been waiting thirty years for this.”

She reached back into the drawer and removed a small ink pad and a stamp. She pressed the stamp down, hard, driving it into the cover.

CASE CLOSED.

Somewhere beyond the door, a trolley rattled through the archive, carrying boxes destined for the furnace.

The file would be burned, reduced to ash, and erased from the record.

Just like Hemlock, forgotten by everyone except those who had paid the price.
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Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

Buy The Cleaner

Saint Death

John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

Buy Saint Death

The Driver

When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

Buy The Driver

Ghosts

John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

Buy Ghosts

The Sword of God

On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

Buy The Sword of God

Salvation Row

Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

Buy Salvation Row

Headhunters

Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

Buy Headhunters

The Ninth Step

Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

Buy The Ninth Step

The Jungle

John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

Buy The Jungle

Blackout

A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

Buy Blackout

The Alamo

A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

Buy The Alamo

Redeemer

Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.

Buy Redeemer

Sleepers

A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.

Buy Sleepers

Twelve Days

Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous and dangerous former friend.

Buy Twelve Days

Bright Lights

All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.

Buy Bright Lights

The Man Who Never Was

John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.

Buy The Man Who Never Was

Killa City

John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

Buy Killa City

Ronin

Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.

Buy Ronin

Never Let Me Down Again

A human rights activist has vanished without a trace and his dying mother is desperate to know the truth. When the mysterious disappearance leads Milton all the way to the Western Isles of Scotland, he sees an opportunity to find an old friend and finally make amends for a mistake that cost him dearly. Milton is determined to track both men down, wherever his search may lead.

Buy Never Let Me Down Again

Bulletproof

Captured and imprisoned by the organisation he once worked for, Milton must do one last job in exchange for his freedom. Bullheaded billionaire fixer Tristan Huxley is brokering a weapons deal between Russia and India. He needs protection and he wants Milton by his side. Huxley has trusted Milton with his life before but these days his world is more decadent and his enemies more dangerous, in ways that nobody could ever have suspected.

Buy Bulletproof

Uppercut

John Milton is on the run again. Chasing clues to help him understand the new risks he faces, he finds himself in Dublin. Before he knows it, he is involved with a woman who has fallen foul of a dangerous local family.

Buy Uppercut

Bloodlands

John Milton is on a mission that will bring him face-to-face with enemies old and new. When his friend, Alex Hicks, finds himself pursued by mysterious adversaries, the two men are thrust back into the web of international espionage.

Buy Bloodlands

Vultures

A global cryptocurrency scam has victims everywhere. Milton never wanted to get involved, but when he sees the damage that the scheme has caused and the lives that have been ruined, he finds himself pulled into a deadly game.

Buy Vultures

The Hanging Tree

When a quiet town’s secrets lead John Milton to a noose in the Appalachian hills, he must fight to survive—and bring a ruthless criminal empire to justice.

Buy The Hanging Tree


IN THE BEATRIX ROSE SERIES


In Cold Blood

Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

Buy In Cold Blood

Blood Moon Rising

There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

Buy Blood Moon Rising

Blood and Roses

Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

Buy Blood and Roses

The Dragon and the Ghost

Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

Tempest

Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

Buy Tempest

Phoenix

She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

Buy Phoenix


IN THE ISABELLA ROSE SERIES


The Angel

Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

Buy The Angel

The Asset

Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

Buy The Asset

The Agent

Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

Buy The Agent

The Assassin

Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…

Buy The Assassin

The Avenger

Living under new identities in rural France, Isabella Rose and Michael Pope are trying to lay low. Tired of hiding, all Isabella wants is the chance to live an ordinary life. But Isabella is an extraordinary young woman and the people pursuing her will never, ever, give up. Her unique abilities have attracted the attention of the Academy of Military Science in Beijing. And it’s not only Isabella who needs to stay in the shadows. Pope has his fair share of enemies and a family that he's desperate to protect.

Buy The Avenger

Pretty Face

Isabella is building a new life in Marrakesh, supporting herself with contract work and finally looking to put down roots. But when one of her contracts isn’t quite what it seems, things quickly descend into chaos.

Buy Pretty Face


IN THE CHARLIE COOPER SERIES


Sandstorm

Group Fifteen operative and ex-MI6 officer Charlie Cooper is working undercover as a political negotiator. Attending a conference surrounded by diplomats, businessmen and lobbyists, nobody would suspect what he really does for a living. Also in their midst is Aisha, a Saudi activist whose protests against human rights abuses have made her an enemy of her country’s regime.

Buy Sandstorm

The Chameleon

Masquerading as an analyst, Cooper manipulates his way into the company and soon finds himself en route to Istanbul. The stage is set for a high-octane showdown on Sidorov's private island. With geopolitical tensions on a knife's edge, Cooper must navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger to complete his mission.

Buy The Chameleon

Blood Brothers

Cooper travels to Israel to find his estranged half-brother, Freddy, who has mysteriously disappeared. Freddy's ties to NetGuardian, a cybersecurity firm implicated in dubious activities, propel Cooper into a dangerous web of corporate espionage, state-of-the-art surveillance technology, and the ruthless world of intelligence.

Buy Blood Brothers

Dead of Winter

Charlie Cooper is sent to Prague to investigate - and eliminate - the leader of a group of far right hooligans guilty of the murder of an Interpol agent. Cooper is on his final warning and is expected to get in and out with minimal fuss, leaving just the body of his target in his wake.

Buy Dead of Winter

Code Blue

Cooper is thrust into a high-stakes mission when a fellow operative, codenamed NORTH STAR, vanishes in Macao. The trail leads to a shadowy team of Russian mercenaries with a chilling agenda: to expose Group Fifteen, the clandestine organisation that operates beyond the reach of conventional intelligence agencies.

Buy Code Blue

North Star

After barely escaping an assassination attempt in Iceland, NORTH STAR, a former Group Fifteen operative turned Russian asset, vanishes. Driven by guilt and a thirst for revenge, Control tasks Charlie Cooper with tracking him down.

Buy North Star

Collateral

In the glittering shadows of Dubai, Charlie Cooper is thrust into a deadly mission to protect a volatile CIA asset on the brink of exposure. As secrets unravel and loyalties blur, Cooper must outmanoeuvre spies, lies, and betrayal before everything explodes.

Buy Collateral

Leverage

He was sent to investigate an arms dealer—now he’s on the run for his murder. Framed, cut off, and marked for death, Charlie Cooper must uncover the truth before he becomes the next target.

Buy Leverage

Burnout

When a whistleblower leaks top-secret intelligence, Charlie Cooper is sent to a remote Greek island to uncover the truth. But as the bodies start to fall and the lies pile up, Cooper must navigate a deadly maze of deception to find the source—and make it out alive.

Buy Burnout


IN THE ATTICUS PRIEST SERIES


The House in the Woods

Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.

Buy The House in the Woods

A Place to Bury Strangers

A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?

Buy A Place to Bury Strangers

The Red Room

When a man's fatal fall from Salisbury Cathedral spirals into a scandalous case involving the victims of a sex ring, Atticus Priest and Mackenzie Jones uncover more bodies and incriminating videos. Racing against the clock, they confront personal demons and tangled emotions as they try to catch the murderer before he can strike again.

Buy The Red Room

All the Devils Are Here

Atticus Priest is employed by an estranged husband to dig up dirt on his wife. But when she goes missing after swimming in the River Avon, Atticus uncovers a conspiracy between five lifelong friends that goes back years.

Buy All The Devils Are Here

The Inheritance

When a prominent landowner goes missing, private investigator Atticus Priest is drawn into a web of secrets that stretch from the rolling fields of Wiltshire to the darkest corners of the past.

Buy The Inheritance
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