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The dented black Mercedes taxi dropped Kevin Walsh in front of the low-slung villa, barely visible from the road above its surrounding wall. A breath of air brushed past the villa from the sea behind it, briefly touching Kevin’s glistening brow, before disappearing into the forest at his back. A lone chicken strode along the centre of the empty road; where the hell it had come from Kevin had no idea. This northern tip of the island was virtually uninhabited, with the exception of a small number of exclusive villas like the one in front of him. He was overdressed for the Caribbean humidity in the linen jacket and khaki pants he had packed the day before, back home in Connecticut.

He had wanted to look the part to open an account in one of the dozen or so banks in the capital of the tiny island that morning. There would be only two transactions in the account: one payment of two million dollars coming in and then, a few minutes later, another heading out. The outgoing payment would be routed to an account in Panama, and then on to Mauritius where Kevin had set up a company to trade Bitcoin.

He had it all figured out.

Now, all he had to do was go inside and ask for the money.

If he had the nerve.

Many times, Kevin had sweated hundred-million-dollar positions when others would have cracked and sold. He knew how to control the panic, trust his judgement, take the money.

The problem was the guy who was staying in that villa in front of him: that guy had nerve. Iron nerve.

Kevin crossed the road and rang the bell embedded in a concrete gatepost under a brass plate bearing the words Potter’s Cove. There were two tall iron gates, one for cars and a side gate for people. The side gate swung open. The villa appeared smaller than he expected. The front yard was planted with tropical plants of a deep green. A plant sprouting large deep-red blossoms spread across the wall. Half a dozen hummingbirds, so small they could have been mistaken for butterflies, darted in and out of its petals in a scarcely visible blur.

A lean man of about forty appeared at the door. He was wearing a crisp white shirt and black pants, and his cleanly shaven scalp shone pink in the sunshine.

“Hi, Ian,” Kevin said.

“Good morning, Mr. Walsh,” Ian Mackay answered in his soft Scottish accent. “Mr. Karsh is expecting you.”

Mackay was Finlay Karsh’s butler. He went everywhere Finlay went. It was rumoured within the firm that he pulled down a hundred and fifty grand. It was also rumoured he could look after himself, or anyone else who bothered his boss. Kevin had heard stories about Mackay. The stories suggested that he was well worth his salary.

Mackay led Kevin along a path around the house and down some steps. Kevin had been determined to maintain his composure no matter what he was confronted with at the villa, but he couldn’t help but pause and gawp at the beauty of the view. The house, which was much larger than it had seemed from the road, tumbled down a steep hillside for three storeys. A series of balconies and terraces overlooked the most perfect small cove of sparkling blue water. Half the shoreline was a narrow strip of sand, while the other half comprised low rocks and a wooden dock beside which nuzzled two craft: a sleek powerboat and an old mahogany motor launch. A perfectly shaped volcano, maybe a thousand feet high, rose up to the right, one flank of which was clad in green forest and the other in a cloak of black frozen lava from a past eruption.

Mackay led Kevin down to the lower of the terraces. Sun loungers, chairs and tables were gathered around a smooth infinity pool in which two women were swimming. Kevin looked up and saw a figure hunched over a laptop on the balcony. He was about to call out a greeting when Mackay stalled him.

“Mr. Karsh and Mr. Brenner will be with you in a moment, sir. In the meantime, can I get you a drink?”

It was only eleven o’clock, but there were two empty cocktail glasses on a table by the pool. Kevin resisted the temptation to treat his nerves. “Yeah, sure. I’ll take a Diet Coke.”

Mackay disappeared into the villa, and Kevin took a seat to admire the view.

And what a view. It wasn’t just the sea and the volcano and the lush gardens. The two women in the pool were something else. One was very tall, with short brown hair, trapezoid cheekbones and thick lips. The other? Well, the other was just stunning.

This was what Kevin wanted. He wanted this life, and he was going to get it.

He could be as good a trader as Finlay Karsh; he knew he could. Finlay was smart, but then so was Kevin. They both had an intuition for the psychology of markets. And they both had the guts to take advantage of it, to buy when everyone was selling, to quietly cash out when the amateurs were piling in.

Kevin was twenty-eight and had been at Lochalsh Capital for three years, following a brief but brilliant spell at an investment bank. In the last twelve months he had got himself noticed, pulling off some major elephant trades. Until he had gone too far. He had built up a big position in a bombed-out biotech company, XHydron Therapeutics. XHydron had developed a cancer drug that, after years of disappointment, had stormed through a clinical trial with results that had stunned the market. In a good way. It had become a “five-bagger”, its stock price having quintupled, which Kevin had been convinced would turn into a ten. So he had doubled up. Against Finlay’s advice.

And then it had all gone tits up. The company’s wonder drug had failed its last clinical trial and the stock had collapsed. Losses in the tens of millions. Lochalsh’s quarterly performance had tanked. It had been bad luck. Astonishingly bad luck.

Finlay hadn’t taken it well. Kevin might have kept his job if he had grovelled, but he had held his ground, pointed out that the trade had always been a good one, made one or two pointed remarks about Finlay’s judgement.

The pointed remarks may have been a bad idea.

Kevin had been fired. This hadn’t worried him too much: there were plenty of calls he had received over the previous few months both from rival funds and from the Street which he could now return. But, funnily enough, the offers of million-dollar signing-on bonuses just weren’t there anymore. Finlay had put the word out.

So Kevin had come up with a Plan B. A plan that required nerve.

Which was why he was sitting by this idyllic bay, watching two incredible-looking girls eyeing him, waiting to speak to his former boss.

The taller girl hauled herself out of the pool and strolled over to him. “Hi,” she said. “Are you here to see Finlay?”

“That’s right.”

“Do you mind if I join you?”

From the safety of his shades, Kevin examined the girl’s long, lithe body, droplets of water forming intriguing little rivulets down her tanned skin. “Of course not,” he said. There was no other answer.

“My name’s Olya,” she said, with a definite Russian accent. “And that’s Gudrún.”

She nodded towards the other girl, who had picked up a towel and was drying herself. Gudrún’s skin looked soft, white with dashes of red sunburn brushing tantalising curves. Big, light blue eyes smiled at him from beneath her wet black hair. It was hard to tell how old she was. Young; definitely younger than Olya. Maybe eighteen?

“Hi,” she said.

“I’m Kevin.” He gestured to the view in front of them. “What a place. Must be like paradise. So peaceful.”

“Oh, it is,” said Olya. “But it’s a dangerous paradise.”

“What do you mean?” said Kevin.

“There are so many things that can kill you. Snakes. Jellyfish. Sharks. Barracudas. And it’s October – hurricane season. They have monster hurricanes.”

“The volcano,” interrupted Gudrún. “It could take out half the island next time it blows. That’s why no one lives here.”

Kevin glanced across the bay. There was no sign of smoke. The mountain looked pretty harmless to him.

“Then there are the trees,” said Olya, taking a seat under the shade of the umbrella. “See those trees down there by the beach?”

Kevin looked at a couple of inoffensive-looking bushy trees a few feet in from the sea.

“Yeah.”

“Manchineel. Don’t eat their apples. Don’t touch their bark. Be careful how you breathe when you are close to them.”

“They can kill you too,” said Gudrún. Like her name, her accent sounded Scandinavian.

“Really,” said Kevin. “What about the people on the island? Is there much crime?”

“Oh, there’s no crime here,” said Olya.

“The criminals are too scared,” said Gudrún.

“Scared?”

“Of the narco-traffickers.” She erupted into laughter, an intoxicating mixture of warmth and innocence. The Russian flashed him a wicked smile. They were teasing him. Kevin was cool with that. But he was finding it very hard not to stare at them behind his glasses. Especially the little dark-haired Scandinavian one. There was something about her that . . .

“Hey, Kevin!”

He turned to see Jesse Brenner approaching them. Tall, with a rich, even tan, strong regular features and genial brown eyes, Jesse was Finlay’s right-hand man and Kevin’s former direct boss. In theory Finlay ran the whole firm from the office in London, and Jesse was in charge of the Greenwich operation in Connecticut, where Kevin had worked. Jesse was a good trader, but not as good as Finlay, and not as good as Kevin, either. Kevin knew that, and he was pretty sure Jesse did too, which was why he was disappointed that Jesse hadn’t backed him up when Finlay wanted to fire him.

But then Jesse never stood up to Finlay.

In practice both of them seemed to split their time between London and Connecticut, plus, more recently, other places they liked to hang out, too. Like small Caribbean islands. Or Finlay’s new castle in Scotland. In theory, given modern communications, it was possible to run a hedge fund from anywhere. Kevin didn’t buy that; his opinion was you needed to be right in the middle of your team to lead it well. That’s how Finlay used to do it.

It was only in the last six months or so, since Finlay’s wife had left him, that he had begun to act the absentee boss. The guys worried that Finlay was beginning to lose his focus. That was a problem: it was Finlay’s ability to focus, to concentrate his phenomenal brainpower, judgement, and intuition absolutely onto a problem, that gave him his edge. And without Finlay’s edge, Lochalsh Capital was nothing.

Finlay’s split with his wife probably explained the girls, too. Jesse was also married, but that had never stopped him maintaining a wide circle of female friendships in the past. For Finlay, it was something new, as far as Kevin was aware.

Kevin wondered which girl belonged to whom.

He stood up to shake Jesse’s outstretched hand. Jesse leaned over to kiss the Russian quickly. “Hi, babe.”

That explained that.

“Thanks for coming, Kevin,” Jesse said. He looked up towards the balcony above them. “Hey, Finlay! Kevin’s here!”

A disembodied voice drifted down. “I’ll be right there.”
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Finlay Karsh was short and bespectacled, with a broad forehead, thick dark hair and brown penetrating eyes. Unlike the polo-shirted and khaki-shorted Jesse, Finlay was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with an obscure comment about Schrödinger’s Cat that Kevin didn’t immediately get.

Finlay was a nerd; there was no doubt about it. But a nerd with charisma. Anyone who worked with him respected him. More than that, they loved him, or, at least, most of them did.

Not Kevin.

They shook hands. Finlay stared right at Kevin. “Did you see XHydron went into Chapter Eleven last week?” He had the rapid diction of a genius whose thoughts ran faster than his mouth.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t.”

That was a lie. Of course Kevin had seen it. Chapter Eleven was bankruptcy: the stock, which had been trading in the hundreds of dollars, was now worth pennies.

“The fund lost $22.35 million on that trade. It took nearly five percentage points off our performance this year.”

Kevin didn’t answer. He was damned if he was going to apologise.

“Let’s go inside,” Finlay said. It was more of a command than an invitation.

Kevin followed Finlay, with a quick glance back at the two women, who had settled back in their loungers, sunglasses on.

“Awesome girls,” said Jesse with a smile that verged on the friendly. “And smart, too.”

“Aren’t they a bit young?”

Jesse and Finlay were about the same age: mid-thirties.

“Oh, don’t worry. They know what they’re doing.” Jesse chuckled.

Finlay led them inside, through a large, airy living room with spectacular views of the pool, the cove and the volcano, down a hallway, and through a door into a concrete garage. Maintenance equipment was piled against one wall and a gold Porsche Cayenne took up half the floor space, but there was room for a table and three garden chairs.

“This your office?” Kevin asked.

Finlay ignored the crack. “Take a seat.”

Finlay and Jesse sat on one side of the small wooden table, Kevin on the other.

Finlay stared at Kevin. Here we go, Kevin thought. It’s starting. Although in theory they had agreed on the deal, Kevin was expecting Finlay to pull something before he handed over the cash.

“Are you sure this is wise?” Finlay said. “Shaking me down?”

“Absolutely. You give me two million. You invest some more money in my new fund. I keep quiet about what you knew about the Chalfont lawsuit. Everyone’s happy.” He paused, holding Finlay’s stare. “If you back my fund, you know I’ll get you a great return.”

It was a strong plan. Chalfont Chemical had been a particularly successful position Kevin had seen Finlay take a year before. Lochalsh belonged to one of the more notorious sub-species of hedge funds that were also known as “vulture funds”. It specialised in “distressed situations”: companies, or sometimes countries, whose stocks or bonds were trading at a low price because they were in big trouble. Chalfont certainly qualified for that: the company’s shares had been trashed by a class-action lawsuit brought by individuals who claimed to have suffered damage from intensive use of one of the company’s weed-killing products. A “contact” of Finlay’s in the prosecutor’s office had told him that the defence had produced a convincing expert witness who could prove the weed killer was harmless. So, the suit would fail and the company would survive. Finlay had bought the shares; three weeks later the company had announced a settlement, and the stock price had trebled.

It was classic insider trading. And it had worked.

Until now.

It was a carefully calibrated demand. Kevin had all the cards. He had the evidence. And Finlay could afford to give him the two million cash. It was a problem with a straightforward solution: pay Kevin to make it go away.

“I’m not going to pay you,” said Finlay. “And I’m certainly not going to seed a hedge fund run by a blackmailer.” For the first time, he smiled. “Never invest in someone you don’t trust.”

“You can trust me to keep quiet,” said Kevin. “One payment and that’s it.”

“Until you screw up again,” said Finlay. “Which you will. You’re smart, you’ll have a few great quarters, and then you’ll make a big dumb bet that will go wrong and your fund will blow up. With my money in it. And you will come back to me for more. Am I right?”

Kevin could feel his cheeks go pink. Part of him knew Finlay was right. “XHydron was a one-off,” he said.

Finlay laughed. “Another one-off? Like the ‘one payment and that’s it’?” He shook his head. “I’m glad I fired you. I should never have hired you.”

Finlay’s deep brown eyes were looking into Kevin’s soul. Kevin desperately fought to control the anger and humiliation he felt. Right then it came to him. It wasn’t the money he was looking for, although he certainly needed it. It wasn’t even the chance to set up his own fund. What he really wanted was Finlay’s approval. More than that, his respect.

And he had lost that, if he had ever had it.

He had always known this was going to be difficult. But he held the cards. If Finlay wanted to call Kevin, he would find he wasn’t bluffing. Kevin would lay down his hand. All aces.

“All right,” he said. “I’ll call the DA’s office in the morning.”

Finlay turned to Jesse. “Is it time to tell him about Pierre, Jesse?”

“I guess it is,” said Jesse. He was grinning.

“You remember Pierre?” said Finlay.

“Yeah. Worked in London. He had a breakdown. About three months ago. Had to leave the firm.”

“You heard from him since then?”

“No. I didn’t know him that well.”

“Anyone else hear from him?”

“Didn’t he go back home to his family in France?”

Finlay shook his head. “They haven’t heard from him either.”

“So he just disappeared?”

Jesse nodded. That grin was widening. “Yeah. He just disappeared.”

“Wait a minute? Didn’t he . . .” Kevin didn’t finish the sentence.

Pierre Mascaux had been working on the Chalfont Chemical deal from the London end.

“He had the same idea as you,” said Finlay. “I offered him the chance to change his mind, and he didn’t take it. And now nobody knows where he is.”

For a second, Kevin felt a flash of fear. But then he pulled himself together. He had expected Finlay to bluff and he was bluffing. Finlay took big risks with hundreds of millions of dollars. Not with people’s lives. He was a hedge-fund guy, not a gangster.

Finlay nodded to Jesse, who left the table.

Kevin and Finlay stared at each other. Kevin was getting it together. He was coming out of this with his two million. He was not going to let Finlay intimidate him.

Jesse returned a minute later with a canvas bag, which he handed to Finlay. Finlay took a look inside and pulled out a black metal object.

A pistol. It looked like one of those old German pistols from the war.

“Did you know I was into military history?” said Finlay.

“No, I didn’t.”

“This is a Pistole Parabellum P08. A Luger. They are ten a penny. But this one was owned by General Heinz Guderian when he led the German Blitzkrieg into France in 1940. It cost me quite a few pennies.”

Kevin looked at it. He had control now. His cheeks were cool, his expression fixed. He could do this. Whatever stunt Finlay pulled, and it was clear he was going to pull one, he could do it.

“It’s for killing people,” Finlay said. He looked down to the gun and then back up at Kevin. “I’ve tried it. It works.”

“Bullshit,” Kevin said.

Finlay slipped out the magazine, checked it, and then replaced it. Then he took a suppressor from the canvas bag and fixed it to the weapon.

“These are hard to find and they don’t work well on Lugers. You can’t fire it semi-auto anymore. But I’ll only need one shot. And I don’t want to disturb the girls.”

He placed the weapon on the table beside him. “Now. Have you changed your mind?”

“Piss off, Finlay. You’re full of it. You shoot me, the cops will be all over you.”

“Didn’t you wonder why we wanted to meet you here?” said Finlay. “The cops here can be bought, and for a lot less than two million. There are guys on the island I can pay to clean up the mess. Five grand, Kevin. That’s all it’ll cost to make you disappear.” He clicked his fingers. “Poof.”

Finlay was doing a good job, but Kevin wasn’t going to be intimidated. “You’re bluffing. Give me the money. We both know that’s the easiest answer.”

Finlay raised the black pistol and pointed it at Kevin’s forehead. Kevin swallowed.

Finlay turned to Jesse. “You know, Jesse, this is like XHydron. Kevin is long and badly wrong and doesn’t know when to cut his losses.”

He turned back to Kevin. “For the last time – will you leave now and promise never to mention this again? Say yes or no.”

Kevin swallowed. If he gave up now, he was lost. If he was truly going to be a greater trader than Finlay, he had to face him down now. Later on, he would look back at this moment as the most important in his life.

“Yes or no?”

Kevin didn’t breathe, didn’t blink, just stared hard at the barrel of the gun.

“No.”

Finlay was right. It was a big trade, the biggest, and Kevin had made the wrong call.

They say you never hear the shot that kills you. In Kevin’s case that was true.
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Björn Thorsson ordered a pint of bitter at the bar and retreated to a small corner table, from where he could watch the entrance to the pub. The Grafton Arms was tucked into a small street a short distance from the University College Library, where he had spent the last few hours. It had been a long day but a good one: up at five-thirty to run from his flat in Archway to the Ponds on Hampstead Heath for a half-hour’s swim, then a seminar at the university, then a couple of hours teaching Icelandic to first-year undergraduates, and then the library.

It was the beginning of the second year of his master’s at University College London – UCL – and he was enjoying it. Mostly. He had enjoyed the teaching more than he expected. Although he was studying Old Norse, the Head of the Icelandic department had soon spotted him and roped him in to give language classes.

He didn’t really fit into UCL, but then he hadn’t expected to. It wasn’t that he was foreign: the university was stuffed full of foreign students from every corner of the globe. And it wasn’t his age. Although at thirty-two he was older than most of his fellow master’s students: there were several in his class in their thirties, and one woman was in her sixties. It was just that he had a different background to the rest of them and they sensed it. Rumours flew about where he came from and what he had done, rumours he neither confirmed nor denied.

As he sipped his beer, he wondered whether his father had drunk in the Grafton back in the eighties. Probably. His mother said that Björn’s father, Thór Björnsson, had loved English pubs, and used to visit them with his English colleagues, leaving his wife at home in their flat in Bloomsbury with little baby Björn. Thór had been a lecturer in Old Norse Studies at UCL and was fondly remembered by the two remaining members of the faculty who had been his colleagues back then.

Everyone had liked Thór. He had been kind, generous, big, blonde, gentle and a brilliant scholar. Björn was big, too. Like his father, he was broad shouldered and had fair hair, although his was cut much shorter than was the style in the eighties. Björn could occasionally be kind. And generous. But he was definitely not gentle. And he had a long way to go before he could call himself a brilliant scholar.

And, unlike Thór, Björn could focus. Sometimes his father got distracted. Like the time he had crossed Tottenham Court Road and been hit by a Number 73 bus.

The Number 73 bus still made its way up Tottenham Court Road on its way to Stoke Newington. Björn stopped and thought of his pabbi every time it passed him.

He saw her come in, as did most of the men in the pub. There was a noticeable drop in the noise level. Some turned to stare; those with female drinking partners just glanced out of the corners of their eyes. She was very tall, at six foot two only a couple of inches shorter than Björn, her long legs clad in tight blue jeans. Short hair, perfectly sculpted cheekbones, wide green eyes. She knew how to move into a crowded room, or pub, and be noticed.

She sat in the empty seat opposite him. “Hi, Björn.”

“Olya.”

“How are you?”

Björn didn’t answer.

The woman leaned back in her chair. “Aren’t you going to buy me a drink?”

“No.”

Olya seemed to take that in her stride. “What’s that?” She nodded at the half-empty glass of bitter in front of Björn.

“Doombar.”

She got up and moved to the bar, where she was served immediately, and returned with two pint glasses of brown liquid.

She sipped hers and scowled. “I always wondered what this stuff tasted like. Old man’s beer, isn’t it? As warm as a cup of tea.”

“I like it,” Björn said. “You get used to it, if you drink enough of it.”

Olya looked at him. She was waiting for him to ask how his little sister was. He wasn’t going to do it.

“It’s Gudrún,” she said.

“What about her?”

“She’s in trouble.”

“I’m not surprised.” Björn wondered what she had done now. Was it drink? Drugs? Did she need rehab? Was she in trouble with the police? Had she run out of money again?

He did his best to harden his heart. Since Gudrún had dropped out of the Slade after her first year, she was on her own as far as he was concerned. When she had graduated from high school at the age of twenty, as was usual in Iceland, and heard that Björn was planning to do a master’s at UCL, she had decided to join him at the Slade, the art school affiliated to the same university. She was eleven years younger than Björn, and she was only his half-sister. He had been kicked out of their home at sixteen and had left the country at twenty-three, when Gudrún was just a kid. But she was crazy about him.

Of course, if she had known what Björn had done to her father, his stepfather, when she was three years old, she wouldn’t have felt that way about him. But she didn’t know, and Björn fervently hoped she would never find out.

All had gone well for the first term. Gudrún had loved the course and her painting had flourished: she had created a dazzling series of studies inspired by the rock pools back in Iceland. She had made lots of friends among her fellow undergraduates, most of whom were a couple of years younger than her. And she loved being a student in London.

Gudrún had always partied hard in Reykjavík, and she partied even harder in London. She had an innocent friendliness that charmed everyone, she was extremely attractive and she was willing and able to have fun. In her second term she had fallen in with Olya, a Russian design student, who was twenty-two and who had a network of friends outside the university. Friends with money.

Björn had met Olya twice. They hadn’t hit it off; Olya could see that Björn thought she was a bad influence on his sister.

During the summer vacation Björn had left London for a month for a high-paying short-term job in the Middle East to fund his studies and had returned to find Gudrún entwined with a hedge-fund jerk who should have known better, and determined to drop out of college. Their mother had been furious. She had cut Gudrún off financially, but Gudrún hadn’t cared. Gudrún was sharing a flat in Kensington with Olya, provided by Olya’s Russian father, and seemed to have no money problems.

She had tried to avoid Björn, expecting his disapproval. It was with some cause, because Björn did disapprove. It seemed to him like Gudrún was screwing up her life. But then it was Gudrún’s life to screw up.

They had arranged to meet three times in the six weeks since he had returned from Iraq, and each time Gudrún had cancelled at the last minute, but they had kept in sporadic touch by text.

“Aren’t you going to ask me what kind of trouble Gudrún is in?”

“Aren’t you going to tell me?”

Olya’s green eyes examined Björn. Cold. Haughty. Beautiful. Björn didn’t trust her an inch. “You blame me, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do. She was doing fine before she met you.”

Olya nodded curtly. “Well, you are right. I am to blame. I introduced her to Finlay Karsh. I met his friend Jesse at a party, and we hooked up. I thought Gudrún would like Finlay and she did. The four of us had a good time.”

“How old is he? Thirty-five?”

“Thirty-six.”

“And he’s married?”

“Soon to be divorced.”

“And he runs a hedge fund?”

She nodded. “With Jesse.”

“Who is your boyfriend.”

“Was my boyfriend.”

“So you’ve split up with him and now you want Gudrún to split up with his mate?”

Olya sighed and leaned forward. “Listen, Björn. Gudrún is in serious trouble. I’m not fooling around. You’re right: I got her into it, and now I’m getting her out of it. By talking to you. I think you are the only person she will listen to. She worships you, you know that?”

Björn did know. Or he knew she used to. And he loved her. If Gudrún really was in trouble, Olya was right. He couldn’t stand to one side.

“Go on.”

“It’s this man Finlay. He’s bad news.” She lowered her voice. “He kills people.”

“What are you talking about?” Björn said.

“We were in the Caribbean last week and he killed a man called Kevin Walsh. I’m not kidding.”

“Was he arrested?”

“No. The police don’t know. No one knows.”

“Did you see him do it?”

“No,” she admitted.

“Then you’re going to have to do much better than that.”

Olya explained how Kevin had come to see Jesse and Finlay at their villa on the island, and how Finlay had taken Kevin inside with Jesse.

“They took him into the garage. I know because I saw Jesse coming out of there to fetch something. He looked really tense.”

“So he went into the garage. You’re still going to have to do better, Olya.”

“And then I never saw Kevin leave.”

“Because they killed him?”

“Yes.”

“In the garage?”

“I know it sounds flimsy,” she admitted. “I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I teased Jesse about it that night when we were in bed. I knew he wasn’t looking forward to the meeting, that there had been arguments with Kevin, but…” She paused. “I asked him if he had tortured the guy or offed him. I said it for a joke, but Jesse stiffened up; I’m telling you, Björn, he had a look of total panic on his face. He tried to cover it up, but I wouldn’t let him get away with it. In the end he said that Kevin was trying to blackmail them and they had warned him not to do it. He said Kevin left with his tail between his legs.”

“Did you believe him?”

“I don’t know what I thought. I suppose I did. The alternatives were ridiculous.”

“So why are you telling me this now?”

She lowered her voice again. “I was curious. I Googled Kevin Walsh the following day. There was a report from the island newspaper that an American citizen named Kevin Walsh had been found murdered on a beach on the other side of the island the previous evening. The police said he had been trying to buy drugs.”

Björn raised an eyebrow. “You mention it to Jesse?”

“I brought it up while we were having dinner, the four of us: me, Gudrún, Jesse and Finlay.”

“What did they say?”

“Nothing. But Jesse had the exact same look of panic.”

“Finlay?”

“Totally calm. Jesse said, ‘So you think we did that?’ He tried to joke about it, but he’s always been a shit liar. Finlay just glared at him. I didn’t push it, but I haven’t been able to get it out of my head. Neither one seemed at all concerned that the man they had been speaking to the day before – one of their top former employees – had been murdered hours after he had seen them.”

“What about Gudrún?”

“Oh, she was shocked. She had no idea what was going on, at least not then. But I was sure. There are some Russians, friends of my father, who you just don’t want to get too close to. I saw that Jesse and Finlay were just like them. I’d always known that they were ruthless, but I thought it was just a business thing. You know – dog eat dog. This, though?” She shook her head. “As soon as I got back to London, I told Jesse I didn’t want to see him again.”

“Do you know which one of them did it?”

“I’m pretty sure it was Finlay. Jesse always plays the bad boy of the two of them, but Finlay’s the dangerous one. He left his wife just before he met Gudrún, and he’s been leading Jesse astray, rather than the other way around. Maybe Kevin did leave the villa, and they arranged his death later on the beach. Paid someone to do it. But I don’t think so. I think Finlay killed him in the garage.”

“And you told Gudrún all this?”

“She didn’t believe me. Still doesn’t. She said I didn’t have any evidence. She said Finlay would never do anything like that. She said she loved him; she was going to stay with him.”

Björn winced. “What does she see in him? His money?”

“It’s more than that. He’s not good looking, but he’s very smart and he has this kind of aura about him. Gudrún says he reminds her of you.”

Björn sipped his beer and thought over what Olya had said. In a way Gudrún was right; Olya didn’t have any evidence. Maybe she was just getting overexcited.

“You didn’t go to the police on the island?”

“No point. The island’s been overrun by drug runners for years. Jesse will have arranged things. That’s what Jesse does. Makes problems go away.”

“And the police here?”

“Even less point. Gudrún’s right: I’ve got no evidence. And I know this is selfish, but I don’t want to upset Finlay and Jesse needlessly. If I’m right, they’re dangerous. They’d just come after me.”

Olya looked Björn straight in the eye.

“So why me?” he asked.

Olya smiled. It was the first time Björn had seen her smile and it was surprisingly warm, for one normally so cold. “I know Gudrún cares about you, and I kind of hoped you cared about her.”

“She’s my sister. Of course I do.”

“She said you were tough. She said you used to be in the SAS.” She frowned. “Does Iceland even have an SAS?”

“I served in the British army for eight years,” said Björn. “I was born here. I have a British passport.”

Björn still felt he was right to blame Olya for what was happening to Gudrún. But it was clear she was worried about his sister.

And now, so was he.
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Björn took the Tube south to Waterloo. Olya came with him.

He had texted Gudrún, saying he had to meet her right away; he didn’t expect a reply and didn’t get one. He had decided not to wait. Olya said that Gudrún would be with Finlay at his penthouse apartment at the top of a new building overlooking the Thames in Southwark. She had insisted on coming too. Björn had resisted at first, but then relented. Gudrún was always hard to convince and Olya was clearly persuasive. Maybe the two of them together would be more likely to win Gudrún round.

Olya might have almost no evidence that Finlay Karsh was a murderer, but she was convincing. It was possible that Walsh’s death on the beach that day was just a coincidence, but Björn agreed there was a good chance it might not be. Regardless, Björn was determined to get his sister away from Karsh.

The Tube was crowded, and Björn and Olya were silent. From Waterloo Station they walked through the poorly lit, narrow streets of Southwark, with rows of tall dour warehouses – most of which had been converted into expensive flats – glowering down on them.

Björn asked Olya about Finlay’s setup. “You’ve been to Finlay’s apartment before?”

“Oh, yeah. Many times. The four of us would go there a lot. Me and Jesse. Finlay and Gudrún.”

“Will Jesse be there?”

“Probably not. The plan was that he would go back to Connecticut for a couple of days before joining Finlay in London and then they were both going on to Scotland. Gudrún and I were supposed to go, too.”

“Scotland?”

“Yes. Finlay is Scottish, or he thinks he is.”

“I didn’t know Karsh was a Scottish name.”

Björn had served with many Scotsmen in the army, and none of them had had a name remotely like Karsh. Come to think of it, one of his fellow recruits at Hereford had been called Finlay, and he was from Dundee, although he hadn’t made it through the third day of the Brecon Beacons exercise. Last Björn had seen of him, he was being airlifted off the upper slopes of Pen-y-Fan. Alive, but not SAS material after all.

“His mother was born there. Her name was Maclean, I think he said. They have tribes or clans or something up there, like Cossacks back home. He bought a castle in the Highlands last year, by the sea, and he likes to play the lord. Or ‘laird’, as he calls it. It is very silly.” She chuckled. “His mother refuses to go there; it drives Finlay crazy. I think he thought she would be proud of him. But she says the weather is better in Florida.”

“Fine,” Björn said. “So Jesse won’t be there. What about protection?”

“He has a butler. Scottish, called Mackay – Finlay always wanted a Scottish butler. Mackay is not very big, but Jesse says he’s tough.” Olya paused. “Oh,” she went on. “I remember Jesse and Finlay talking about hiring bodyguards when Finlay got back to London.”

“Why?”

“A trade they were involved with at Lochalsh. Something about Dariastan.”

“Dariastan? Near Kyrgyzstan?”

She nodded. “Whatever this trade is, it’s pissed off some Uzbek billionaire. Jesse seemed to think he might turn violent, so he was going to organise bodyguards. They both thought it was funny; they like that tough-guy image.”

Olya glanced at Björn. “Is that a problem?”

“No,” said Björn. “No problem at all.”
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Finlay Karsh’s building was a steel and glass structure not more than a couple of years old, set back one narrow block from the south bank of the river. Olya swept in through the lobby, nodding imperiously at the doorman and striding straight to the elevator. Björn saw the doorman reach for his phone.

Olya hit twelve, the top floor. The elevator door opened directly into the apartment, and they stepped out into a hallway. A slim man in a white shirt was waiting for them: Mackay, the Scottish butler.

“Hello, Olya,” he said. “We weren’t expecting you.”

“We’ve come to see Gudrún,” said Olya.

“And who is this?”

As the butler asked the question, a burly man in a dark suit appeared from a side door off the hallway. The protection. Too much muscle, Björn thought: it would slow him down.

“This is Björn, Gudrún’s brother. Now, we want to see her.” Olya tried to step past Mackay, but he skilfully moved with her, blocking her path.

“Just wait here a moment. Mr. Jessop” – he indicated the burly man – “will look after you. I’ll have a word with Finlay.”

Olya frowned and glanced at Björn. Björn nodded and stood quietly, trying not to square up against Mr. Jessop. He didn’t want to raise the other man’s guard needlessly, although given Björn’s size, it was unlikely Mr. Jessop would be complacent. Jessop looked confident and competent. Not a bouncer on minimum wage from the local nightclub. A professional: probably a former copper, Björn thought, rather than a soldier.

Didn’t matter.

Björn noticed one of Gudrún’s swirling rock pools hanging on the wall of the hall. It reminded him of the rocky shore near his stepfather’s summer house in Borgarfjördur where Gudrún used to love to play when she was little. The sight of it here made him angry.

The butler was back a moment later. “Come through,” he said.

Björn and Olya followed him through into a massive living room, which looked out over the Thames. The majestic buildings lining the north bank were each illuminated by their own floodlights, with St Paul’s Cathedral gleaming white behind them. The broad river glimmered in oranges, reds and greens. A train jostled over the nearest bridge, a streak of yellow dots trundling out to the suburbs.

A man wearing glasses and a black T-shirt was sitting on a sofa, watching Bloomberg News on a huge TV, a bottle of beer by his side. He stood up to greet them. He was short, compact, intense. “Olya. I wasn’t expecting to see you again. And this is Gudrún’s brother?”

“I’m Björn.” He held out his hand. Better to start out friendly.

The man glanced at it as if deciding whether to take it. Then he stepped forward to shake it. “Finlay Karsh.”

“Where is Gudrún?” Olya asked.

“I’m here,” a voice called up from the staircase leading to the floor below, and then Gudrún appeared. She was wearing an expensive blue cocktail dress, and looked stunning. Björn had hardly ever seen Gudrún in a dress. Black leggings were her uniform, complemented by a range of striking tops, usually also black.

“Björn?”

“Gudrún.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I want to have a quick word with you.”

“Did you bring him?” she demanded to Olya.

“Yes,” said Olya.

Gudrún glared at Björn. Anger flashed in her eyes, but also confusion. Björn could tell that part of her was pleased to see him.

“Can I have a word with you in private?” Björn said to his sister, in Icelandic.

“No,” said Gudrún, in English, frowning. “Finlay and I are just going out to Nobu for dinner. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“I need to speak to you now. About him.” Björn stuck to Icelandic.

“No, you don’t.” Gudrún’s blue eyes were defiant.

Björn knew how stubborn his little sister could be. That was something they shared; he was just as determined as she. “Just for ten minutes. Come out with me and Olya and talk. I can’t make you leave him, but Olya told me what happened on the island.”

“Are you speaking about me?” said Finlay, quietly.

“Of course he is talking about you,” Gudrún said in English. “But I don’t want to hear it. Nothing happened. She’s paranoid. So is he! Now please go, Björn. And you, Olya. You should never have brought him here.”

Björn took a step towards his sister and held out his hand. She stepped back.

“Ian, can you see Gudrún’s brother out?” said Finlay. “And Olya.”

“This way, sir,” said the butler, moving towards Björn, the bodyguard two paces behind.

“I will leave,” said Björn, raising his hands in a peaceful gesture, “if Gudrún comes with me. It will only be ten minutes and then she can come back here if she wants. I am her brother.”

“Gudrún?”

“I don’t want to speak to him. Go, Björn! Get out!”

Finlay nodded to the butler, who in turn nodded to Mr. Jessop, who approached Björn.

Björn slumped his shoulders in an attempt to lead Mr. Jessop to think he would leave quietly, but Mr. Jessop was ready for trouble.

He got it.

Björn was fast. Really fast. In less than a second, he had jabbed the big man in the eyes, moved in close and kneed him between the legs. As the other man stooped in pain, Björn decided against a chop to the neck – too dangerous; the guy was only doing his job – and slammed his elbow into the bodyguard’s cheek.

Mr. Jessop crumpled.

But the butler was fast too. He thrust out a leg and kicked Björn sharply in the shin. Björn stumbled and Mackay stepped forward with a jab to Björn’s face that Björn only just parried. Björn was off balance and vulnerable. Mackay only needed a moment to strike, but in that moment a bottle hit him full in the face. He staggered. Regaining his balance, Björn pushed upwards and slammed his palm into Mackay’s face. He punched him in the stomach and shoved him onto the floor.

The whole thing had taken less than five seconds. Björn nodded to Olya, who had cracked Finlay’s beer bottle against the side of the butler’s head. “Nice.”

Olya almost smiled.

Björn grabbed Gudrún by the arm. “Come on. Just ten minutes, that’s all.”

For a second, he thought Gudrún would scream.

“Come,” said Olya, with quiet authority. “Talk to your brother.”

Gudrún nodded and glanced at Finlay, who had been careful not to involve himself in the fray. “I’ll be back soon.”
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They stopped at the first pub they came to, a local boozer that somehow had not yet been gentrified. Gudrún looked completely out of place in her blue dress and fine jewellery, and attracted stares from the locals, which she ignored. They also looked at Björn; he stared back at them, and they returned their attention to their drinks.

Gudrún sat at a table, while Olya got some drinks.

“I’m sorry I had to do that,” Björn said in Icelandic.

“Yeah. I’m sorry, too. You have no right to force me to come with you.”

“I know you’re angry,” said Björn. “But I’m your family. I’m worried about you. And him.”

“Why?” said Gudrún. “You know nothing about him.”

“Olya has told me.”

“Told you what?”

“I said – about the island.”

She snorted. “Please.”

“She says that he might have killed a man. Someone who worked for his hedge fund.”

“I know she says that. I don’t believe her. She’s got no evidence at all.”

Olya arrived with the drinks: a pint of beer and two glasses of white wine.

Björn switched to English for her benefit. “Olya sounds convincing to me.”

Gudrún glanced at the Russian. “Well, not to me. I asked Finlay about it after Olya tried to get me to leave him. He said Walsh was trying to blackmail them, which was why Jesse was tense. He also told me Kevin had a drug problem, which was one of the reasons he was fired, and also the reason he got himself killed on the island.”

“I don’t believe that for a moment,” said Olya.

“It’s true,” Gudrún protested. “I know Finlay. He wouldn’t lie to me.”

Olya was about to argue, but Björn held up his hand to stop her. “Finlay’s not a good guy, Gudrún,” he said. “He’s trouble. You need to get away from him.”

Gudrún looked up at her brother. Björn was surprised to see that her eyes were moist. “He’s not a good guy? Because Olya thinks he’s a killer? Is that what you’re saying?”

Björn swallowed. He could see where this was going. “Yes.”

“But you’re a killer. And you’re a good guy.”

“I was a soldier. That’s different.”

“Is it?”

“We kill to protect our country. To make the world a better place.”

“Your country? Since when is Britain your country? You left when you were two years old. Iceland’s your country.”

“I believe in what Britain stands for,” said Björn.

“You killed for the fun of it. That’s why you joined the army. That’s why you joined the SAS. For the kicks. It wasn’t as if you could join the army in Iceland.”

Olya looked at Björn in confusion.

“Iceland doesn’t have an army,” he explained.

“Don’t deny it, Björn,” Gudrún pressed. “You killed for fun.”

Björn couldn’t deny it. And he didn’t want to lie to his sister. “Maybe. But now I have stopped. Now I have a different job, a different life. I’m studying. Researching. Teaching. Like my father.”

Gudrún was still staring at him.

“Maybe I’m not such a good guy,” Björn admitted. “But I know shooting someone in cold blood is wrong.”

Gudrún’s large blue eyes were a battlefield of conflicting emotions: anger, sadness, passion. Love.

“What about Pabbi?”

Björn felt cold. “What about him?”

Gudrún’s voice had fallen to a whisper. “You killed him, didn’t you? He didn’t just fall over when he was drunk.”

Björn was silent. His instinct was to deny. Since that night seventeen years ago, he had been ready to blurt out a denial as soon as anyone asked. But no one ever had. Their mother had made sure that the question was never asked. The ambulance men, the doctors, the police – all had been told that Siggi had fallen over when he was drunk.

They had all believed her. Or, at least, pretended to.

“Did Mama tell you?” She must have done. There was no other way that Gudrún could have found out that detail.

Gudrún nodded. “When I was sixteen. And she told me what Pabbi used to do to her. How he hit her when he was drunk.”

“It wasn’t just that,” said Björn. “He bullied her, too. Humiliated her. And sometimes I thought he was going to kill her. It drove me crazy.”

He felt an urge to explain. There was a chance, a good chance, that Gudrún might understand, despite everything. And it was already too late to stop.

“I never knew my own father,” he went on, “but everyone used to say such great things about him. And then Mama married Siggi. I don’t doubt that Mama loved him, at least at first, but I never trusted him. He was rich, and he was charming, but he was a bully.”

It wasn’t difficult for Björn to bring up his memories of Siggi. He was a “quota king”, the name Icelanders gave to those fishermen who had been granted fishing quotas for free just because they happened to have owned fishing boats on a certain date in the 1980s when the licenses were issued. As a policy it had worked: Iceland was one of the few countries in the world with a truly sustainable fishing policy. But the quotas soon became valuable, and their fortunate owners became millionaires. A quota king was quite a catch, although, to be strictly accurate, Siggi was a quota prince; it was his father who had been granted the fishing rights. Through judicious trading of quotas, and many years spent on trawlers out at sea, Siggi had built a thriving business.

Björn was ten when his mother had married Siggi. Björn hated him; Siggi didn’t much like Björn either. For two years, Siggi had treated Björn’s mother well. Then little Gudrún had come along and Siggi had got tired of his wife. Between the ages of twelve and fifteen, Björn would stay in his room hearing the fights. Words at first, then blows.

The fury grew.

He grew, too. He had always been big for his age, but as he went through puberty, he became stronger. He would go out on his stepfather’s boats in the summer holidays, and he would haul nets with the others.

He got bigger and stronger and angrier. He fantasised about storming out of his bedroom and beating the living shit out of Siggi.

Then, one night at about eleven o’clock, Siggi came back from drinking with his trawlermen buddies. Björn was awake. There had been a bad night two days before. Björn couldn’t take another one. He heard the shouting, at first just on his stepfather’s part. Then his mother had started screaming, too. He heard the smack of a blow, and another scream – this time of pain, not anger – from his mother. That was enough. Björn rushed through to the living room and yelled at Siggi to stop.

Björn’s mother was curled up on the sofa weeping. One of Siggi’s fists was clenched and he was swaying from side to side. He was clearly very drunk.

Siggi turned to Björn, took a moment to focus his eyes and grinned. “Going to make me?”

Siggi was big. As a fisherman he was very strong. He was aggressive. He was a bully. Björn was only fifteen. The sensible thing to do would have been to back off.

But Björn had been waiting for this moment for years. He was lightning fast. Siggi was drunk and slow. Björn landed a perfect blow on Siggi’s jaw and the big man staggered and fell.

He was on the ground moaning.

Björn should have left him. His impulse was to kick Siggi in the head, but Icelanders don’t wear shoes indoors and his toes were protected by nothing more than socks.

So he stamped down on Siggi’s temple with his heel three times.

Siggi lay still. Björn went back to his bedroom.

Ten minutes later, Björn’s mother had put her head around the door. Björn would never forget the expression on her face. Naked dread.

“Björn. Remember this. You never left your bedroom. You heard us argue, and that’s it. Do you understand me? Just say yes or no.”

“Yes,” Björn had said.

Twenty minutes after that the ambulance came. And then the police. A female constable spoke to Björn, and he said he had heard an argument from his bedroom, but he had stayed there. In the following days Björn and his mother never spoke about what had happened. It wasn’t clear at first what the police thought, but in the end, they had decided that Siggi had fallen and hit his temple. Björn assumed they suspected his mother had killed her husband in self-defence. Everyone knew what Siggi was like. Declaring his death an accident was the best way of dealing with it.

Björn’s life had changed forever at that moment.

As had Gudrún’s.

“I’m sorry,” he said to her.

“You’re sorry? For killing my father?”

“Yes. I’m not sorry for Mama. Her life was much better with him gone. But I’m sorry you lost your pabbi. I know what it’s like to grow up without one.”

Gudrún was listening, a look of pain mixed with sorrow on her face. Björn needed forgiveness from his sister, but he didn’t know how to ask for it.

“I was furious with you when Mama told me,” Gudrún said. “She said it was something I had to know at some point, and she decided sixteen was the right age. But she told me she was glad you did it. She told me she feared he would kill her one day. She said my father was a bad man, and you were a good one.”

Why hadn’t she ever told me that? Björn thought. They had never discussed that night, and over the next few years a cold distance had grown up between Björn and his mother. He felt that although she had covered for him, she could never forgive him. He found that hard to bear; he had wanted to get out of the house as soon as he could.

It was the reason he had left Iceland – to go and kill for another country.

Their mother remained an attractive woman and had married another rich man, this time a banker called Pétur. He had got himself in trouble during the financial crash, which had hit Iceland particularly hard, but he looked after Björn’s mother well, for which Björn was grateful. He was also a kind stepfather to Gudrún and had funded her education abroad at UCL.

“I’m not sure I’m such a good man,” said Björn.

“But do you see how I can’t just reject Finlay? I love him. I love you, and I can’t write you off, either.”

“It’s different,” said Björn.

“Is it?” said Gudrún.

Björn didn’t answer, so Olya did.

“Of course it is.” She looked at Björn. “He might be have done something wrong, but at least he’s trying to do something about it. Finlay’s not. He’s going the other way. The money, the power – it’s going to his head. And Jesse’s. They break the rules in the markets and now they think they can break the rules in the world outside. Like the rule that says you are not supposed to kill. I’ve seen what happens when people think they’re above the law. My country saw a lot of it. It’s not good.”

She reached over and took Gudrún’s hand. “You need to get out of there. Finlay is unstable. He’ll do it again. Or he’ll do something to you.”

Gudrún sat up straight and looked at her brother and her friend. “I understand what you’re saying, both of you, and I know you want to help me. But I don’t believe he’s hurt anybody. And he would never hurt me. He loves me. Maybe . . .”

“Maybe what?” Björn said.

Gudrún hesitated and shook her head. With a sinking feeling Björn knew she was thinking about spending the rest of her life with Finlay.

“You’ve spoken and I’ve listened,” she said. “Now can I go? Back to him. You said I could.”

Björn and Olya glanced at each other. Björn nodded; what else could he do?

“Thank you.” Gudrún got up to leave the table. She hesitated and kissed Björn quickly on the cheek. She gave Olya a rapid hug, and then she was gone.

“We tried,” said Olya.

“We tried.”
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  *

Izzie Jarvis watched the Icelandic girl leave the pub and stride rapidly down the narrow street in the direction of her boyfriend’s building.

She let her go. It was the big, fair-haired man she was interested in.

For the last three days she had been part of a team watching Finlay Karsh’s apartment from a newly constructed residential block a hundred yards away. They had an oblique angle into Karsh’s living area through the large windows. Karsh kept the blinds open most of the time, even at night, for the view. If he could see out, Izzie and her colleagues could see in.

Izzie had joined MI5 three years before as a graduate from Nottingham University, but, since June, she had been seconded to a shadowy department known simply as the Firm. They operated out of a series of nondescript office blocks and government buildings just a little further west on the opposite bank of the Thames. The Firm was divided into a series of fifteen Groups, each one serving its own particular purpose and, at least on paper, kept separate from the others. Izzie had been sent to Group Three, responsible for providing intelligence through watching and listening, data that their counterparts at Langley would rather crassly refer to as SIGINT and HUMINT.

Izzie wasn’t wild about the Firm. She had heard the rumours of the use to which her work was ultimately put, particularly with regard to Group Fifteen, the collection of agents sometimes referred to as ‘headhunters.’ She had always known that working for British intelligence would involve some compromises with what civilians considered acceptable behaviour, but the more she heard of Group Fifteen, the further outside these norms it seemed to be.

Gossip and asking questions in the Firm was discouraged. That was fine with her: she didn’t want to know the answers. But it was only a one-year secondment, and Izzie was ambitious. She was getting good field experience under her belt, assignments such as this current surveillance job.

She had recognised the Russian girl, Olya Delova, from the file – Jesse Brenner’s girlfriend. She couldn’t identify the big man. She had jotted down a description. Tall – six four, maybe six five – broad square shoulders; cropped fair hair, skin so fair he was almost white; she couldn’t see his eye colour; pale complexion; pointed chin; small ears with almost no lobes. Clothing: black jeans, blue denim shirt over a dark T-shirt, brown jacket, heavy black shoes. Erect posture, like a soldier; graceful movement for someone so big.

She had been impressed by the speed with which he had taken down Karsh’s protection, and after a quick check with her boss in Group Three, she had decided to follow him. This man was interesting.

A couple of minutes after Gudrún Sigjónsdóttir had left the pub, Olya and the man had appeared. Izzie was positioned deep in the shadows of a doorway fifty yards away, and she was sure she could not be seen from the well-lit street. She snapped the man with her smartphone, flash off, as he walked beneath a lamppost.

Then she followed behind the two figures as they headed towards Waterloo Station.

From the way the man had dealt with Karsh’s bodyguard and his butler, Izzie was expecting counter-surveillance moves, but the man either didn’t suspect or didn’t care that he was being followed.

The Russian woman and the big man boarded a Northern Line train, which for Izzie’s purposes was nicely crowded. The Russian woman got off at Embankment, no doubt heading west to her flat in South Kensington. The man stayed on as far as Archway.

Izzie had a tricky moment on the platform, where only a dozen or so people disembarked. Had the man been keeping an eye out, he would probably have spotted her, but he seemed deep in thought.

She trailed him out of the tube station a short distance south on Holloway Road, then along a side street until he came to a small terraced house. He fumbled for some keys and let himself in.

Izzie waited thirty seconds until a light came on, a window glowing on the second floor, and then called in the address.

It wouldn’t take long for the Firm’s analysts to identify the big man.
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Number Five drove down the ramp beneath the red-brick and concrete office block and parked near the elevator. Global Logistics had only one of these, a dingy wooden box, and Number Five took it up to the third floor.

Global Logistics was a cover for Group Fifteen. As the elevator clanked its way upwards, Number Five felt the familiar tingle of anticipation. He had received a call only an hour earlier, summoning him to the office to see Control. Each Group within the Firm was led by a man or woman who bore that designation, and Captain Michael Pope filled the role in this building. A couple of hundred people worked for the Group, providing the infrastructure for a small, highly trained core of a dozen operatives who carried out its purpose: the deniable assassination of individuals deemed to be a threat to the state. MI5 and MI6 had come out of the shadows over the last couple of decades, but the Group remained firmly hidden, not just from the public, but also from most of the government.

In the real world, some problems were too difficult to be solved by legal means. That had always been true in the past and would be in the future. It was these problems that the Group, and its agents like Number Five, could solve.

Five had been trained to kill, not least during his years in the SAS, and he was good at it. He believed in Queen and country, he believed in the law, and he also believed that the people he was tasked with killing were the bad guys, and that Britain was a safer and freer country with them gone.

His grandfather had fought in the Second World War, killing Germans and Italians in North Africa to defend his country. The world was more complicated these days, but it was still dangerous and Britain still needed defending. But the enemy no longer wore uniforms and drove around in tanks or flew airplanes. And to be effective, organisations like the Group had to operate under different rules.

The tasks that Five had been given over the last few years were varied. Some were easier to execute than others. They were all dangerous. The danger came mostly from the targets or the men protecting them. But it also came from the risk of being caught by the local law enforcement. Deniability meant Group agents were always on their own.

There was also burnout. When Five had first joined the Group, his mentor had been Number One, a man called John Milton who one day had decided he had had enough and quit. Or tried to quit. The resulting mess had torn the Group apart. Captain Pope’s predecessor as Control had been revealed as corrupt. He was a cunning toad of a man and he had gone to ground, taking some of his agents with him. Five had been Number Twelve then, but he had raced up the pecking order to assume his present position.

A short, burly woman wearing jeans and a sweatshirt was sitting outside Pope’s office. Number Eleven. Five did not know her name. She had been recruited from the Special Reconnaissance Regiment, and already within her first couple of months working for the Group she was establishing a reputation for brutal effectiveness.

David Tanner, Pope’s private secretary, greeted Five and led the two agents into their boss’s office.

Captain Pope was smartly dressed in a grey suit, white shirt and a regimental tie. He looked and acted the part of a commanding officer, although his broken nose and cauliflower ears testified to the years carrying out the kind of orders he was now giving. The office had resembled a gentlemen’s club when his predecessor had occupied it, but Pope had changed things around: the furniture was functional, not opulent, and the old filing cabinets had been dumped in favour of a more technologically up-to-date setup.

“Good afternoon,” Pope said.

“Control,” Five said. Eleven dipped her head.

Pope got straight to business. “This is your target.” He handed each of them a file.

“Patrice Bertin. Ex–French Foreign Legion. Spent seven years as a mercenary, but now specialises in contract work. He is expensive and he has a one-hundred-percent success rate.”

Pope paused to let his agents skim the dossiers. Five was impressed by the list of targets, knowing that these would just be a small proportion of Bertin’s tally: an Italian Mafiosi, a Chechen warlord, an Uzbek chief of police, a Chinese businessman, a Lebanese arms dealer. Difficult, dangerous targets, the kind that would prompt a lethal response.

“His current target is this man: Finlay Karsh.” Pope handed them another file. “Karsh manages a hedge fund that specialises in troubled companies and countries – what the City euphemistically calls a ‘vulture fund’. In the last six months he’s built up a large interest in the shares of DarGold, a London-listed company with mining operations in Central Asia, in particular Dariastan. DarGold is almost bankrupt, but it is bidding for a mining licence in Dariastan. Are you with me?”

It was rhetorical. Five and Eleven both nodded.

Pope continued. “An Uzbek businessman named Ahmed Arbarov owns a rival mining company, which is also bidding for the mining rights. Arbarov was the favourite, but Karsh has found a way of putting pressure on the Dariastan government to sell the rights to DarGold. The announcement will be made in two weeks’ time.”

“How has he done that?” asked Five. Eleven, in the seat next to him, looked completely uninterested; all she needed was a name and an order. But Five had found that the more he knew about the background, the better able he was to deal with the unexpected.

“Dariastan is almost bankrupt itself, or is pretending to be. They’re rescheduling their debt with their banks. Karsh’s fund, Lochalsh Capital, has bought bonds issued by Dariastan and is holding up the debt renegotiation. No one knows it, but Karsh has agreed with the Dariastan government to let the rescheduling go ahead if DarGold is given the mineral rights.”

“And Arbarov doesn’t like that?”

“No. We think he’s got wind of what Karsh is up to. At any rate, he warned Karsh to back off, but Karsh took no notice. So Arbarov has decided to take action.”

“Bertin?”

“Precisely.”

“And why do we care?”

“DarGold are mostly interested in the gold deposits in the area. But there are also deposits of other minerals – rare earths, lithium and molybdenum – which are becoming vital strategic materials these days. DarGold will sell them to us if we need them. Arbarov will sell them to the Chinese.”

“So Bertin has two weeks to kill Karsh?” Eleven said.

“We think so.”

“And we need to protect him in the meantime?”

“We need to be proactive,” Pope said. “Take out Bertin before he gets to Karsh. He’s too good for us to allow him time to make his move.”

“Do we know where he is?” Five asked.

“No. We don’t even know whether he’s in country. But Bertin will have to do a recce before he acts. Group Three is watching Karsh’s flat in Southwark, and his office in Mayfair. When they spot him, you terminate him. This will be a close-quarters operation, probably in the street. We don’t want to take the chance that he shakes us off. We move right away.”

“Does Karsh know we are protecting him?”

“No. He’s recruited his own bodyguards, but they’re out of their depth.”

“And does Bertin know we are after him?”

Pope smiled. “No. That’s another reason for striking as soon as we make contact. Any questions?”

“None, sir,” said Five. This was the kind of mission he liked. A competent target, but one who was unprepared. Difficult, but the odds were in their favour. Eleven didn’t reply. She looked like she didn’t care who the target was or why: she just wanted to get out there and do the job. Five could see why she had been recruited, but he wasn’t looking forward to working with her.

“Good. Eleven, you take the office in Mayfair. Five, you take the apartment in Southwark. Now, get to it.”
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Gudrún paced around her glass cage, twelve floors up from the bustling city. Finlay had left for his office in Mayfair at six-thirty. She hadn’t got up till ten. Now the whole day stretched ahead of her.

Finlay hadn’t said when he would be coming home. He had a lot of work to do in the office before they went up to Scotland in a couple of days. They were going up for the deer stalking; there were only a few days left before the stag season ended, and Finlay had not yet had the chance to shoot deer on his newly acquired estate. Jesse was going, too. The two of them would, of course, also work from there; Finlay had spent a small fortune installing satellite broadband. Gudrún was looking forward to the trip. She had been once before, in June, just after she had met Finlay. The open, sheep-grazed hills reminded her of Iceland. Once she was there, she would just walk and walk.

The truth was she had been bored ever since she had dropped out of the Slade, but with Olya around she could be bored with someone else. Olya was fun to hang out with. But now there was just her. For how long? Forever? Did she really want that?

Of course, there was Mackay. And the new bodyguard, Mr. Sturridge, who was ensconced in the kitchen. Ian Mackay managed to be both friendly and respectful at the same time, but both of them knew she wasn’t supposed to spend her days hanging out with him. He was cute, though. She shook her head. What was she thinking – that having an affair with the butler would solve all her problems?

She should never have quit her art classes. It had made sense to give it up; school was getting in the way of her travelling with Finlay. Maybe she should paint something now. Or in Scotland? That was it. She decided to buy some watercolours and paint hills, glens and the deep grey sea loch by Castle Rosnager. And sheep, plenty of sheep. Nothing clever, nothing original, just gentle watercolours like her grandfather had taught her when she was a girl. The kind of painting that would be laughed at if she showed it to the others at the Slade.

At least she had a plan. She set out from the flat, gathering Mr. Sturridge, who followed ten metres behind, and crossed the river on the Hungerford Bridge to Cass Art in Charing Cross Road, where she bought what she needed.

It wasted a couple of hours, but as she returned towards the apartment, loaded down with three carrier bags of art supplies, she paused in front of the National Theatre and sat on a bench overlooking the river. Mr. Sturridge found his own bench twenty metres away.

It was a grey October day, with low clouds scudding in from the west. The Thames swirled past: deep, powerful, angry. No one else was foolish enough to sit in the cold wind, but Gudrún found it invigorating. It reminded her of home; dark clouds whipping across Reykjavík from the North Atlantic.

What the hell was she doing?

It was a question she had been avoiding since the night before. Actually, since she and Olya had quit the Slade.

Olya had no real evidence that Finlay had killed Walsh. None. It was all her imagination, no doubt encouraged by her experience with Russian oligarchs, some of whom might indeed be real killers. Gudrún had met Olya’s father. He was a sweet and generous man, whom Olya called a “microgarch” rather than an oligarch, and who she insisted always avoided violence, unlike some of his friends.

It was strange that Björn, usually so rational, had agreed with Olya. That worried her. She had always trusted her big brother’s judgement.

Well, they were both wrong. She knew Finlay wasn’t a killer.

Didn’t she?

The trouble was that Olya’s suspicions resonated with her, and that she was unwilling to listen because she was unwilling to believe Finlay had done anything wrong. But Olya was right: Jesse’s reaction had been strange. Something was going on there. Maybe it was just the blackmail. That would be enough to put you on edge. But then maybe the blackmail was the reason Kevin had been killed.

No. No way. She refused to believe it.

Since she was fifteen, Gudrún had been used to men older than her wanting to become her friend. And Finlay was much older than her. Yet for all his wealth and power, he was genuinely interested in her, in her art, in her country. They had taken to going to galleries together, and Finlay had listened to Gudrún’s opinions. They had bought a couple of pieces together, slowly, carefully, after much discussion.

And she had shown interest in his work, in those complicated trades he did. She was a smart woman; he was good at explaining. She was beginning to understand what Lochalsh Capital did and how it made so much money. Unexpectedly, it fascinated her.

Finlay didn’t treat her like a pretty little toy; he treated her like an equal. And a compliment from someone as smart as Finlay, as successful as he was, that was something.

And he cared for her. She was sure he cared for her.

Yet, what if Björn and Olya were right? What if he had murdered Walsh in cold blood?

She needed to be sure.

[image: ]

  *

Finlay didn’t get home until nine. Although Gudrún had had no idea of when he was going to arrive, Mackay seemed to know, because a meal appeared miraculously on the table just as he came in the door.

Gudrún had already drunk half a bottle of wine; what else was there to do? Finlay seemed pleased to see her, kissing her warmly, and they sat down to eat the cod in a lightly spiced coconut sauce that Mackay had prepared.

“Are we going to have Mr. Sturridge with us in Scotland?” Gudrún asked.

“Him or Mr. Jessop.”

“Is it really necessary?”

“Jesse thinks so. Arbarov can get violent, so Jesse says. And he’s pissed that DarGold is going to win the mineral rights. He’s trying to scare us off. It’s only for a couple of weeks. Once the licence has been granted, there’ll be nothing more Arbarov can do.”

“You don’t seem frightened.”

Finlay took a forkful of fish. “I’m not. I think Jesse is overreacting. I’m more worried about your brother.” He grinned at Gudrún, but his brown eyes were questioning.

“And this has nothing to do with Kevin?”

“Nothing. Kevin was threatening us. I told you. But we don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

“Because you killed him?”

Finlay looked hard at her. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s not go there. Olya must’ve been smoking something. And pretty girls are persuasive; she’s got your brother thinking the same thing.”

“You swear?”

His brow wrinkled with the slightest of frowns. “It’s a crying shame what happened to Kevin, but facts are facts: he got killed trying to score drugs on the beach. It’s that simple.”

Gudrún lowered her eyes and stared at her plate. Either she confronted Finlay now, or she never did. “I don’t believe you,” she said, although she desperately wanted to believe him. “I think he was blackmailing you, and you had to shut him up. So you did.”

Finlay took a sip of his water – he wasn’t drinking wine – and leaned back in his chair. “Please. This is crazy. Just think about what you’re accusing me of doing. Murder? Come on.”

Gudrún swallowed. She had devised a test. “What if I went to the police?”

Finlay’s eyes, usually so confident, were momentarily clouded with confusion. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I think you killed someone.”

“Do you want me to go to jail? I thought you said you loved me?”

Gudrún looked straight at him. No, she didn’t want him to go to jail. Yes, she did love him. But she had to know what he would do next.

“I think I should go to the police.”

Finlay stared straight at her, his brown eyes boring deep into her soul. But she held his gaze. She knew what he was thinking. Was she bluffing? She wasn’t sure herself; maybe she was bluffing. But she had to know. She had to know what he would do next.

They sat in silence for what was probably only a few seconds, but it seemed like minutes. Then he spoke. “Going to the police would be a really, really dumb idea.” He paused. “Do you understand?”

There it was. He didn’t have to spell it out. The way he said it, the way he looked at her as he spoke the words… it was a threat. It was clear and unambiguous. He was threatening to do to her what he had done to Walsh.

At least now she knew.

But then everything crumbled. She had loved this man. She probably still loved this man. And he was a murderer. He had just threatened to kill her.

What should she do?

What could she do?

Rage, fear, sadness, loss; they churned within her. She pushed back her chair and ran to their bedroom, shutting the door behind her. She threw herself on to her bed and wept.

He left her alone.

Eventually the tears stopped and her head cleared. She was scared. She needed a plan.

 

Gudrún lay flat on her back, naked, Finlay’s sweat clinging to her body, his smell enveloping her. She stared at the dim outline of the ceiling; Finlay’s breathing next to her was light and regular in sleep.

They had had sex. Gudrún had known it had to be done, and in the end it had been a violent tumult of emotions for both of them. Love, lust, rage, revulsion. It had overwhelmed her and him. Afterwards, she had whispered in his ear: “I love you.” And, “I know you had to do what you did.”

That had made him fall asleep. That had made him trust her. It had bought her a few hours.

What the hell should she do now?
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Izzie Jarvis walked up to the bar of the pub at the corner of Mount Street and South Audley Street and ordered herself a cup of coffee.

The pub was empty; it was not yet midday. Izzie found herself the ideal seat by the window, from where she could watch Mount Street heading west towards Hyde Park. Directly opposite stood a shop boasting brown marble columns and a grand façade topped with a royal coat of arms: Purdey’s Gun and Rifle Manufacturers, strangely at home among its boutique neighbours catering to more feminine tastes. Izzie saw one of her colleagues wander in to browse.

Izzie was nervous. This was the first time she had been involved directly in an operation. This one required extended surveillance of two locations: Lochalsh Capital’s offices in Mayfair, and Karsh’s apartment in Southwark. There were eight Group Three agents working each location, and they had been on duty since six that morning.

Two of Izzie’s colleagues had seen Karsh arrive just before seven, with his bodyguard. His partner, Jesse Brenner, had shown up in a taxi from Heathrow at nine and had left again just after eleven fifteen, having picked up his own protection. Karsh was still inside.

Izzie had been shown countless photographs of the target, Patrice Bertin, many of them enhanced with assorted facial hair and wigs. The key features were his prominent straight-edged nose and his drooping earlobes. Those were hard to hide.

They had set a trap. Two doors down from Lochalsh, on the other side of the street, a set of offices sat empty, the letting agent’s name prominently displayed. A perfect base from which Bertin could observe the entrance to Lochalsh and take out Karsh. Four of Izzie’s colleagues were watching the letting agent’s office from a couple of blocks away, waiting for Bertin to show up and make inquiries. They had laid a number of traps like that. Izzie’s boss was confident that one of them would be sprung.

As noon approached, one or two customers began to drift into the pub. Then he arrived. Unmistakeable; he was making no attempt to hide his identity. He was dressed in an expensive blue Italian suit, no tie. He looked like one of the many European hedge-fund managers who inhabited Mayfair. In her briefing, Izzie had been told that more money was managed by hedge funds in Mayfair than in the whole of Frankfurt. A large proportion of the graceful red-brick townhouses in the area had been converted into offices for discreet managers who preferred the elegance of the West End to the crude blocks of the City or the soulless towers of Canary Wharf.

Long nose, dangling lobes: it was him, all right.

He ordered a bottle of Peroni at the bar. Izzie was examining her phone, a predictable activity for a lone woman in a pub, but she could feel him looking at her. It was then she realised she had made a mistake: she occupied the seat he wanted, the one with the best view of Mount Street.

He sat down two tables away, sipped his beer and stared out of the window.

Izzie slipped out of her own seat and headed for the toilets. As soon as she was out of the target’s sight, she called it in.

“This is Echo Two Five. Target is in the Audley Arms, window table, facing South Audley Street.”

“Echo Two Five, this is Phantom. Roger that. All units disperse. I say again, disperse.”

Izzie had never met the agent with the codename of Phantom and was surprised to hear a woman’s voice. The plan was that as soon as the target was identified the watchers should scatter, leaving Phantom to do what he, or she as it turned out, had to do. Whatever that was, exactly, was never mentioned explicitly. There should be no witnesses.

Izzie went down to the toilets, washed her hands and then headed back upstairs, only to see the target leave the pub.

Izzie had intended to leave before him. Now she wasn’t sure what to do: stay, or follow her original orders.

She left, and headed south on South Audley Street, away from Mount Street. A short woman wearing a cheap blue anorak brushed past her. Ahead, Izzie saw the target. Damn! Unintentionally, she was following him.

That wouldn’t do. Izzie stopped and looked in Purdey’s window, examining the expensive sports jackets and lavish picnic hampers on show. Unsurprisingly, the guns and rifles were not on display in the window.

She couldn’t resist a glance to her left. She saw the target turn off South Audley, down a small side street, followed moments later by the short woman in the anorak.

It must have been Phantom.

The perfect spot for a close-quarters operation.

Izzie should have turned away and headed north, but curiosity overcame her, and she sauntered down South Audley Street. She glanced down the side street and saw there were even smaller mews branching off on either side. No sign of Phantom and the target.

She made her slow way south, her heart thudding. How long would it take before someone discovered the results of Phantom’s work?

Then she saw him. The target, striding rapidly on to South Audley Street and heading south towards Green Park. Izzie paused, waiting for Phantom to appear.

Nothing.

Izzie’s instructions had been clear. On hearing the order “disperse”, leave the area. Make no attempt to engage with the target or with Phantom either. Get out of there.

Screw that. She hurried into the little street from which the target had emerged and then turned up the first mews, which ran parallel to South Audley Street. It was narrow, lined with garages on one side and small townhouses converted from stables on the other.

Izzie almost ran past her. A bright red stain on concrete steps pointed down from street level to a body slumped next to the entrance of a basement flat, surrounded by a widening pool of blood.

Izzie scrambled down the steps and turned the body over. Phantom’s eyes stared up at her in a scowl of death, blood pumping from her neck. A SIG Sauer semi-automatic pistol lay on the bottom step where she had dropped it.

She had never got the chance to use it.
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Olya and Gudrún took the long escalator up from the Underground at Angel and set off through a network of side streets to the Georgian restaurant where they had agreed to meet Björn.

Gudrún had arrived at Olya’s flat in South Kensington that morning, distraught. She had left Finlay’s apartment to go shopping just after ten o’clock, taking her passport with her, and given Mr. Sturridge the slip in Harvey Nichols. Olya was pleased to see her friend, but she shared Gudrún’s fear.

Finlay was going to be furious when he found out. Furious and suspicious. And he probably knew already: Mr. Sturridge would have told him, once he was sure he had lost Gudrún.

They concocted a plan. Olya had a friend from Moscow, Dmitri, a student at the School of Slavonic Studies who lived in Highgate. They had met up with him at lunch time in Bloomsbury and gone back to his flat in Highgate, where she and Gudrún would both stay that night. Next, they booked Gudrún on to an Icelandair flight from Heathrow to Keflavík the following morning. The plan was that once Gudrún was in the air, Olya would march into Lochalsh and speak to either Finlay or Jesse before they flew up to Scotland. Olya would promise them that neither she nor Gudrún would ever breathe a word about Kevin to anyone. All Finlay and Jesse had to do was leave them alone.

But Gudrún had insisted on seeing Björn before she returned to Iceland. Olya wasn’t so keen on the idea. “Are you sure your brother won’t suggest you go to the police?” she asked Gudrún as they hurried through the darkened streets of Islington.

“I don’t think he will,” Gudrún replied. “I think he will put my safety first. And if he does try to insist, we’ll just tell him I won’t do it.”

“But what if he goes himself?” said Olya. “Once you are back in Iceland.”

Gudrún turned to her friend. “I have to speak to him. If I’d listened to him right from the beginning, none of this would have happened. I’m sure he wouldn’t do anything that would put me in danger.”

“Or me?”

“Or you.”

“Hello, ladies. Got any change for a cup of tea?”

Both women turned towards a scruffy-looking man wearing a torn jacket and stained tracksuit trousers. He was dark-haired with black stubble and olive skin, and he had a guttural accent of some sort. Balkan? Turkish? He was twitching, his head jerking from side to side.

Gudrún stared at him, but Olya raised her chin, ignoring him.

“Come on, ladies,” said the man, falling into step with them. “I’ve got nowhere to live! I need something to warm me up.”

He needs drugs, more like, thought Olya. They were in a short empty street, lined with darkened terraced houses. Gudrún was a magnet for these kinds of bums, but Olya usually had no trouble brushing them off. Her fingers curled around the small canister of pepper spray she kept in her coat pocket. She had used it once during her time in London, the previous April when some Greek guy had come on too strong with her outside a club in Hoxton.

“Come on, Gudrún,” she said, quickening her pace.

But the man skipped in front of them, blocking their way.

“Give me your bag,” he said to Gudrún. From nowhere a short grey handgun appeared, pointed at Gudrún’s stomach.

Gudrún let out an involuntary yelp, a strangled scream.

Olya’s fingers clasped the pepper spray, but she was frozen to the spot. There was no way she could use the spray before the man pulled the trigger.

The man seemed totally focussed now. No jerking, no twitching.

“Give him your bag, Gudrún,” said Olya.

Gudrún moved to reach for her bag. But the man pointed his gun higher, until it was aimed at Gudrún’s head, and pulled the trigger twice.

Olya whipped out the canister and sprayed at the man’s eyes, just as he was turning the gun towards her. The man swore in a foreign language and doubled up. Gudrún was slumping to the ground in silence. Blood poured out of the holes in her head.

Olya turned and ran. She had been on the track team at high school and won the regional two hundred metres. She was fast.

In less than a minute she was in a busy street. She ran another hundred metres or so and then halted, whipping out her mobile phone.

A couple of young guys stopped next to her. “Can I help you? Are you all right?”

“Just stay with me,” said Olya, gasping for breath. “I need to call the police.”
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Björn sat at a table for three at the Georgian restaurant sipping Georgian red wine and reading his book.

Gudrún and Olya were late. That didn’t surprise him. Gudrún was often late and Olya didn’t really have an air of punctuality about her either. Björn had been relieved to get his sister’s text. Although she hadn’t been specific about what had happened, Björn took it as a very good sign that she wanted to see him with Olya. She must have been listening to him in the pub in Southwark after all.

Björn had never been to a Georgian restaurant before. The house red was surprisingly good and the menu looked interesting. Olya’s suggestion, no doubt.

He was re-reading Egil’s Saga. It was one of Iceland’s most famous books and, on exercise in the Regiment, he had always tried to keep it with him. Since he had returned to studying Norse literature at UCL he had almost stopped reading the sagas for pleasure, but this was his favourite and he had never really given it up. Egil – a Viking who had been born in Norway, settled in Iceland and fought the Anglo-Saxons in Yorkshire – was one of the most ferocious Norsemen in the sagas and also the sweetest poet. The combination appealed to Björn.

The sound of a police siren swirled into the restaurant from the night outside, and then another. For a moment, Björn was concerned. But then he took another sip of wine and went back to his book.

After half an hour he texted Gudrún. No reply. Five minutes later, he called her. Nothing.

Ten more minutes. This was getting ridiculous: the waiters were becoming impatient and Björn was hungry. He looked up Olya’s number on his phone and selected it.

“Oh, Björn.” Olya’s voice was laden with distress. Something was wrong. Something was badly wrong.

“What is it, Olya?”

“Gudrún has been shot. Just now. In the street. I’m at the police station. Oh, Björn, I’m so sorry.”

Panic rose in Björn’s chest. “How is she? Is she alive?”

“He shot her in the head, Björn. It was horrible.”

Björn had seen people shot in the head before. He had seen his friends killed. He had seen his stepfather die. But not Gudrún. Not his sister.

He swallowed. “Was it Finlay?”

She started to answer, then stopped.

“Olya! Have you told the police about Finlay?”

“No.”

The panic turned to anger. “Why not, Olya? Why the fuck not?”

“I can’t explain now. But I will, Björn. I promise you I will.”

“I’m coming to the police station. Where is it?”

“No. No, Björn. I’ll come to see you right after I have finished here. We need to talk.”

“But – “

“Björn. Trust me. Where do you live? I’ll come straight away.”

[image: ]

  *

Björn sat in his tiny studio flat in Archway and watched the street outside. He had decided to trust Olya and wait until he heard what she had to say. In the army, Björn had been admired for his coolness under extreme pressure, but now he felt neither cool nor calm. He felt anger. Fury. Rage.

He was damned sure Finlay Karsh had killed his little sister. And Björn had failed to protect her. He should have done more when he had seen her the other night. He should have dragged her away from Karsh. Or beaten Karsh to a pulp. Or both.

A black cab pulled up in the street outside and the buzzer to his flat rang. He went down to open the front door of the house, which had been converted to three small flats. Olya’s eyes were red, but they were blazing. Björn could tell she shared his anger.

They stood just looking at each other for a moment, and then Olya wrapped her arms around him. “Oh, Björn! I’m so sorry. I’m so very sorry.”

They went upstairs and Björn opened one of the two bottles of wine in his flat and poured them each a glass. Olya gulped hers down and held her hand out for a refill.

“Tell me what happened.”

Olya told him.

“What did he look like?” Björn pressed.

“I told you – like a junkie.”

“And you don’t think that’s what he was?”

“No, I’m sure he wasn’t. That was just an act. It was a professional killing. He was cool and alert.” She swallowed. “He would have shot me next. He was going to kill the both of us.”

“It must have been Finlay.”

Olya nodded. “Definitely.”

“So why didn’t you tell the police about Walsh?”

Olya slipped her wine, and then looked straight at Björn. “Finlay’s no fool, and he has money. A lot of money. We could get the police to treat him as a suspect; my guess is they’ll find it impossible to get a conviction against him. They might, but then again, they might not. Finlay might get off scot free. And that would be dangerous. And wrong.”

“It would be very wrong,” said Björn.

Now he understood.

“I liked Gudrún,” said Olya. “I liked her a lot. And I feel guilty. I introduced them. It was my fault.”

“And mine. I could have done more to get her away from him.”

“Right,” said Olya. “The question is, what are we going to do about it?”

They talked about what they were going to do for two hours and two bottles of wine. Then Olya fell asleep in Björn’s bed, and Björn stared out of his window at the short North London street below, thinking.

Brooding.

Planning.
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Number Five entered Captain Pope’s office and took one of the two seats in front of his boss’s desk. Five had never seen Control this angry. Fortunately, Five was not to blame.

“I will not tolerate the loss of any agents,” Pope began.

“Do we know what happened?”

“Group Three,” Pope said. “One of their agents compromised herself. Eleven is dead because of it.”

Pope turned and glanced out of the window at the river. Five didn’t respond; he waited for Pope to turn back.

“I want you to find Bertin,” he said, “and I want you to terminate him.”

“Yes, sir.”

That was fine with Five. It would be dangerous, now Bertin was alerted, but Five was confident of his own abilities. “Any idea where he is?”

“Karsh and Brenner headed up to Scotland by private helicopter yesterday afternoon. Karsh bought a castle there earlier this year: Castle Rosnager in Wester Ross on the west coast of the Highlands. It’s remote, it’s isolated. It’s a perfect place for Bertin to carry out the hit. Stick on Karsh. Bertin will show up eventually.”

Pope handed Five a file with information on Castle Rosnager, including maps of the estate and the surrounding area and even a floor plan of the castle itself. Quick work by the analysts in Group Three.

“You need to get up there right away. An RAF helicopter is waiting for you at Northolt. But once you are there, you will be on your own.”

“I understand, sir.”

“Good.” Pope reached for another file on his desk. “There is one possible wrinkle. Finlay Karsh’s girlfriend was murdered in Islington last night: Gudrún Sigjónsdóttir.”

Five had read about the girl in Karsh’s file. “By Bertin?”

Pope shook his head. “No. The police think the killer was a junkie looking for cash. Gudrún’s friend Olya Delova was with her but escaped. She told them the killer looked like an addict.”

“Right.”

“We’re not so sure. Gudrún and Karsh had an argument a couple of days ago. Group Three were watching. Gudrún’s brother was involved; he dealt with Karsh’s protection very competently. We think that Gudrún may have slipped away from her minder yesterday. Brenner left Lochalsh yesterday and wasn’t seen until late afternoon when he met Finlay at Battersea Heliport and flew up to Scotland. They weren’t scheduled to make the trip until today; it’s possible they wanted to ensure they weren’t in London when Gudrún was killed.”

“So Karsh and Brenner had Gudrún killed?”

“It’s possible that’s what Brenner was arranging. It’s also possible that Delova and Gudrún’s brother might think that. Neither of them told the police about Gudrún’s argument with Karsh. Why not? Maybe because they want to take matters into their own hands. The brother has form for that sort of thing.”

“Who is he? An Icelander?”

Pope tossed the file to Five. The words Bjorn Thorsson, Sergeant were printed on the label.

“I know the name,” he said.

He opened the file.

Thorsson had been born in London to Icelandic parents, hence his dual Icelandic and British nationality. After his father had been killed in a traffic accident, he had returned to Iceland. After university in Reykjavík, he had joined the British army, serving in 2 Para. He had been recruited by the SAS in 2010 and had served on three tours in Afghanistan, plus two covert operations in Djibouti and Libya. He had attended courses in Arabic and Pashtun, where he had impressed the instructors with his ability to pick up languages fast. He had been awarded a Military Cross in 2011 and promoted to sergeant in 2012. He had been considered for officer training, but it was felt that he lacked leadership qualities: he was too quiet, too much of a loner. In 2016 he had left the army and enrolled at University College London to do a master’s degree. He lived alone in North London.

“I remember Thorsson,” Five said. “I went on an Arctic Warfare Exercise with him in 2012 in Norway. He was . . . impressive.”

That was an understatement. The four-day exercise had been a disaster from beginning to end. There had been six of them, and they were instructed to ski for four days through January wilderness without GPS assistance to an RV in the middle of nowhere, where they would be extracted by helicopter. The planners had got the weather seriously wrong: a blizzard had started on the second day and raged for the next two nights. Five, as team leader, had insisted that they continue in the January darkness through the blizzard, against Thorsson’s advice. The corporal who was carrying the radio had slipped down a low cliff in very poor visibility, fracturing his leg and shattering the transmitter. For twelve hours the section had sheltered in a rudimentary camp. It was twenty degrees below zero and no helicopter could fly, even if it had known where they were. Five had dithered: all options seemed equally bad. He was beginning to think that he should abandon the injured corporal and save the rest of the men.

Then Thorsson had volunteered to ski back to the nearest road, thirty-two clicks away, and get help. It had seemed a ridiculous idea, given the conditions, but Thorsson had insisted he could do it. Five had agreed, and the rest of the section had waited. It had been difficult to keep the section’s morale up for the next thirty-six hours, but somehow they had all believed that Thorsson would make it.

And he did. He had returned with a group of Norwegian soldiers, expert skiers who had led the section back to safety with the corporal strapped to a sled.

Five knew he had performed badly under extreme pressure and had made some questionable decisions. Thorsson could have reported his mistakes, but he had chosen not to. It would have been the only blemish on Five’s long SAS record, but it would have been enough to prevent Group Fifteen from recruiting him. If it wasn’t for Thorsson, Five would never have joined the Group.

“What do you think?” Pope asked him.

“I don’t know. You think Thorsson might go after Karsh?”

“You tell me. You say you know him.”

“It’s possible. He was headstrong when I met him.”

“So, keep your eye out for him. Your goals are to terminate Bertin and ensure that Karsh survives, at least until DarGold are granted those mineral rights.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That might involve taking out Thorsson.”

“I understand.”

Pope looked at Five carefully. “Will you have any difficulty taking him out, if that proves necessary? Because if you think you might, I can give the mission to someone else. Number Three, for example.”

Five didn’t like the idea of killing a fellow member of the SAS. Thorsson had been a good soldier, but Five was eager to deal with Bertin. And he felt that Pope was testing him as well as giving him an out. In the Group, you killed whomever you were ordered to kill. Once you started questioning whether those orders were really necessary, you lost your effectiveness. Look what had happened to John Milton.

“No, sir,” said Five. “If I come across Thorsson and I consider he poses a threat to Karsh, I’ll deal with him.”
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It took Björn a day to get organised. First, he despatched Olya to find herself an anonymous hotel somewhere in Central London. She needed to keep herself off Karsh and Brenner’s radar for twenty-four hours. The police came to see him shortly after nine. He answered some basic questions about his sister and admitted that he was unhappy that she had hooked up with Karsh, but didn’t say anything about her walking out on him. The police didn’t ask him whether he knew of anyone who might want to murder Gudrún, and so he didn’t have to lie to them. They were convinced her killer had been a junkie with a gun, and they were scouring CCTV looking for him.

Then he called Iceland. His mother was incredulous at first. Björn had repeated what the police had said: that it was a random mugging gone wrong. He had already decided he would eventually tell his mother the whole truth, but not yet. Not until he had done what he had to do.

His mother had fallen apart. Her hysterical sobs had ripped at Björn’s heart. He tried desperately to think of words of comfort, but none came; he wasn’t good with words. She never suggested it was his fault, but as she cried out in anguish, that’s what he felt. He had been in London and he hadn’t protected his little sister.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” was all he could think to say.

“Can you bring her back to Iceland?” their mother said. “So she can be buried here?”

“Yes, Mama. I’ll do that.” Once the police had finished with poor Gudrún’s body, he thought. His mother didn’t need to know those details. “Leave it with me. I’ll organise it.”

Then anger burned. Fury, guilt, anguish, grief – they all made him speechless. He didn’t know what to say. But he did know what to do.

He called UCL and spoke to his supervisor, explaining what had happened. She told him to take at least a week off.

He called a mate from the army who put him in touch with another mate, who arranged to meet Björn in a back street of Harlesden. There Björn exchanged a thick wedge of notes for a C8 carbine, a weapon he had used many times, and a Glock 17 sidearm, together with an ACOG sight, enough 5.56mm NATO ammunition for three thirty-round magazines for the C8, and 9mm ammo for the Glock. He went to Standfords, the specialist map shop in Covent Garden, to buy Ordnance Survey maps for the area around Castle Rosnager. Finally, he booked two tickets on an early morning train for the next day to Glasgow.

Olya had insisted on coming with Björn to Scotland. He had tried to dissuade her, but failed. There were some advantages to having her with him. He could keep an eye on her: she was safer with him in Scotland than alone and vulnerable in London. And he liked having her company. She shared his anger, his guilt, his grief, and, like him, she wanted to do something about it.

They spoke briefly on the train journey north, and Björn spent the rest of the time distracted by his book while Olya slept. On arrival in Glasgow, they hired a small silver VW Polo and drove north. The clouds were low and the rain heavy as they left the city, but the sky cleared once they passed Loch Lomond, and a bright watery sunshine splashed the purple and brown hills surrounding them. It was a long drive up the west coast, through Fort William and then northwards into Wester Ross. The desolation and the bleak beauty sparked a pang of familiarity in Björn, although the reds, browns and golds of the heather contrasted with the grey, green and orange of Iceland’s moss-covered lava. Also, there were trees, occasional ranks of pine or fir, or glens brimming with twisted trunks of mountain ash or willow, whose leaves were beginning to turn yellow. No trees in Iceland. But one constant between the two countries was the cropped green, sheep-nibbled grass and the hard, grey shoulders of rock.

“This reminds me of home,” Björn said.

“That’s what Gudrún said when we came up here in the summer,” Olya replied. “She loved it.”

“And you?”

“Not so much,” said Olya. “Jesse doesn’t like it much either. But he won’t tell Finlay that. Finlay is caught up in the romance of it – his crofter ancestors frolicking over the moorland. It was weird. For a guy who’s basically a geek he seemed to know everything about the Highlands. Gudrún egged him on.”

“Is that why he bought the castle?”

“Yes. They had something called ‘the clearances’ around here. From what Finlay said, the landlords kicked the peasants out. Finlay’s ancestors were those peasants, and Finlay wanted his revenge. So he became a ‘laird’. Not that I think he has invited all the crofters back or anything. But he did buy himself a Maclean kilt.” Olya laughed. “He wears it in the castle. He looks ridiculous. Although Gudrún said he looked cute.” She laughed again. “A short man in a skirt. At least Jesse wasn’t so dumb.”

They decided to stay in a small inn in the village of Torridon, about thirty miles from the castle by road, but only ten as the crow flew. It was a spectacular location, a sea loch reaching inland between high towers of rock and scree. The village clung precariously to the foot of a particularly steep fell.

They dumped their stuff and drove around the mountains, past a deep blue loch scattered with islands, to the sea. They turned off the main road along a narrow lane that wound its tortuous way through steep green glens and bracken-clad hills with occasional glimpses of the sea, towards Castle Rosnager. About two miles short of the castle itself, they came to the tiny village of Strathcarnoch with its pub, the Rosnager Arms, standing guard by an ancient stone bridge. The pub was empty, but miraculously it was serving food.

Posing as a couple of Danish tourists, they ordered fish and chips for dinner. They asked the landlord about the castle, explaining that a friend of theirs from Denmark had considered buying it when it was up for sale recently: Olya’s internet researches had shown that a number of Danes and Germans had recently bought up Scottish estates. The landlord explained that the castle had been bought by a rich American, but he knew little about him. However, the waitress, who was called Isla and looked about seventeen, knew the castle well. She worked there occasionally cleaning, and her brother helped out with the stalking.

“Stalking?” Björn asked. “Deer?”

“Yes,” she said. “Not that there is much of that these days.”

“Doesn’t the new owner hunt?”

“Och, he says he wants to, but he hasn’t yet. In fact, just now is the first time he’s been up here since the season started, and the stag shooting’s finished next week, although they’ll be shooting the hinds until February.”

“I’m sure Hans would have been there every weekend,” said Olya, unilaterally deciding on a name for their fictional Danish friend.

“That would have been good for all of us,” said the girl, whose black hair was dyed green at the tips, and whose nose was pierced with a black-studded ring. But she couldn’t hide her healthy rosy cheeks; she reminded Björn of an Icelander. “Colin says the man can’t even shoot straight. Archie, the ghillie, he says they’ll have to take him and his wee friend out each morning for an hour on the range before they go after the stags.”

“The range?”

“Aye. There’s a wee range by the gates of the estate with some targets.”

Björn nodded. “Do you think the new owner would mind if we introduced ourselves?” He had no intention of doing that, but he was curious what the girl would say about the new owners’ attitude to strangers.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. They’ve got bodyguards.”

“Bodyguards?” said Olya. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I think they’re businessmen or bankers or something. They spend a lot of time on their computers. The boss fancies himself Scottish, but he’s American – both the men are. I think they live in London.”

“Both the men? Are there women there as well?” Olya leaned forward conspiratorially, encouraging gossip.

“Aye,” she said. “They’re supposed to be ‘girlfriends’. I think they’re from Poland or something. My friend Evie was doing up there this summer and she said there was maybe a Swedish girl and a Russian there then, too. Different girls to these two. But I’m sure they are all earning good money.”

She might have green hair and a nose ring, but clearly Isla’s sense of propriety had been upset.

Olya frowned for a second, her own sense of propriety dented too; she wondered what Gudrún would have thought at being called not only a whore but a Swede. She regained her smile.

The waitress caught herself. “There’s me blathering on. I shouldn’t be talking about my employers. But, no, I wouldn’t pay them a visit if I were you. They’re just fine all alone.”
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  *

It was nine o’clock by the time Björn and Olya got back to the inn at Torridon. They went upstairs to their room. Björn broke out the map, figured out a route and calculated timings. The terrain looked pretty near impassable, with swarms of contour lines crowding in on each other representing towering cliffs. It was fifteen clicks to where Björn estimated the range might be. He needed to be there by dawn, or preferably an hour before so that he could find the best spot to overlook the range. He would run where he could, but he guessed the fifteen kilometres would take him three and a half hours over that terrain in the dark. Dawn wasn’t until 0740, so adding in the hour, that gave an ETD of 0310. Call it three o’clock. Not so bad.

“Shall I wait for you here tomorrow?” said Olya. She was sitting on the bed scrolling through her iPad.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Björn. “You should leave in the morning. Get a bus or a taxi back to the station and head to London.”

“Why?”

Björn looked her in the eye. “We have been kidding ourselves that the police won’t be on to us. There’s a chance we don’t get on their radar, that they don’t start asking more questions about Gudrún’s death or make a connection between that and you and me. But once I take care of Karsh and we’re suspects, they’ll check up on us. And then they’ve got us. They’ll find out we drove up to Scotland and stayed in an inn thirty miles away, and that will be it. I don’t have a good story: I’m probably going to jail. And I’m okay with that.”

“So am I,” said Olya defiantly.

“There is no need. Tell the landlord we had an argument and you’re going to London alone. Leave the car with me. Then, when the police ask later, you say you never realised until tonight that I was planning to kill Karsh and not just confront him. That’s why we argued; that’s why you left. I’ll back you up.”

“Do you really think they’ll arrest you?”

“I hope not. But probably.”

Olya took a deep breath. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Good,” said Björn. “Now let’s get to bed. I need a few hours’ sleep.”

“Oh,” said Olya, with a smile. “Okay.”

They undressed down to their underwear and crawled into the double bed, one on each side. Björn turned off the light. “Good night.”

Olya didn’t respond. Björn was keyed up, but he could will himself to sleep where necessary. Rest was vital in the field; you took it where you could. It wouldn’t take him more than a minute.

The minute was almost up when he dimly felt fingers on his thigh.

He opened his eyes. “Olya?”

“Yes.”

“Stop it.”

The fingers moved further around his thigh. And higher. “I mean it.” He removed the hand from his crotch and shut his eyes.

The light flashed on.

Björn rolled over. Olya was sitting up, her arms crossed in front of her black bra. She looked angry.

“What?” said Björn.

“You’re saying no? Seriously?”

“I’m saying no.”

“No man says no to me. Ever.”

“I’m sorry I hurt your pride.”

“Don’t you like women? Gudrún never told me you liked men.”

Björn sat up. “I’m sorry. It’s nothing personal. You’re a beautiful woman. A really beautiful woman. But I’ve got a busy morning ahead of me. A busy night. And I must be ten years older than you.”

“So? I’m twenty-two. I can have sex with whoever I want to.”

“Well, not with me tonight.”

“What is it they say, ‘Eat drink and be merry, because tomorrow we die’?”

“That was always stupid,” Björn said. “I have no intention of dying tomorrow. That’s the point.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Now, good night Olya. I’ll say goodbye tomorrow when I leave.”

Olya snorted. But she turned off the light and rolled away with her back to Björn.

Björn couldn’t get to sleep in sixty seconds. Nor in two minutes.

There was that hand on his thigh again.

“Björn?”

“Yes?”

“Are you quite quite sure?”

Fokk.

In one smooth roll, Björn was on top of her. Olya managed a peal of triumphant laughter before she pressed her lips to his.
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Björn slipped out of bed at 0240, kissed Olya goodbye and by 0300 he was on his way. There was a three-quarter moon and no cloud. The sea loch glimmered in the moonlight, thin eddies of mist twisting and swirling a metre above the water. A towering mass of rock and scree loomed over him: Beinn Alligin. It was a still night of luminous beauty. No sound came from the village; only the lapping of the loch lulled the darkness.

He paused for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the dark and then began to jog. A small road skirted the loch for a few kilometres before bearing off inland. Björn made good progress on the tarmac, but eventually he had to strike out into the wilderness. The going was very rough: bogs, lochans, burns, rocks, steep slopes and hidden gullies, but this was what Björn had been trained to do and he was good at it. In fact, he loved it. The cool air, the moon, the mountains, the warmth of the blood rushing through his veins, the utter desolation of it; it lifted his spirits.

About two miles from the castle, he disturbed a small group of deer, as surprised to see him as he was to see them. They scattered towards the nearest crag and within a few seconds they had merged into the dark. He grinned: he could easily have shouldered the C8 and brought a couple down, but he jogged on.

He reached the gates of the estate at 0620, slightly earlier than scheduled. There were two old granite gateposts, and what looked like a modern metal gate, no doubt installed recently by Karsh. There was a small lodge that showed no lights. Björn knew from his map that from the lodge, a track wound a kilometre through woods towards the castle itself; he hadn’t actually caught sight of the big house yet, nor the sea, which he knew was less than a kilometre away.

A blackbird announced its presence to the morning from the branch of a tree above him. Another replied from a bush by the gatepost.

Björn made his way parallel to the track for about four hundred metres until he came to a clearing. A line of three green-painted wooden shelters faced a series of targets in the shape of stags, all at different ranges. The furthest was probably two hundred metres.

The range.

A grey-blue light was sliding in from the east, and Björn could begin to pick out the details of the surrounding hillsides. There were four good vantage points overlooking the range. He jogged up the hillside and checked each of them out. The best was a gentle indentation at the top of a ridge covered by a thick blanket of golden bracken.

Perfect.

Björn set up the C8, ranged the sights and waited. It was 0735, and soft morning light was splashing the summit of the mountain to the west.
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  *

Number Five rested comfortably in the heather, his eyes never leaving the entrance to the castle two hundred yards below. His HK G3A3 was set up next to him. It was a selective fire rifle that was excellent at long range. Five knew that he could be accurate up to around four hundred yards with the iron sights, but the FERO Z24 telescopic sight would make him effective out to double that.

Rosnager might be called a castle, but it was actually a grey stone house, higher than it was wide; four round towers topped off with little spires were tacked on to each corner. To Five’s untrained eye it looked more like a Victorian replica of some German medieval castle than the real thing. A lawn stretched down from the castle to the sea loch and a view of low purple hills on the northern side. Thickets of rhododendron surrounded the grounds, and an apron of gravel spread out in front of the entrance.

It was seven in the morning, and all was quiet, at least down by the castle. Out in the loch, a little red fishing boat chugged by the house on its way to work, escorted by a dozen flapping seagulls. The heather was alive with the rustling and gurgling of water as it rushed down to the sea, and the urgent chirping of birds going about their morning business. Five’s nostrils were tickled by the scent of heather that sweetened the faint reek of decay rising from the bogs.

Five had assumed Bertin would try one of three methods to take out Karsh, and had chosen his position accordingly. If Bertin approached the house at the front entrance, posing as a visitor and armed with a sidearm, Five would be able to shoot him there and then. If he decided to take up a sniping position overlooking the castle, Five would spot him easily.

The trickiest was if Bertin attempted to break into the castle, especially at night. Five had night vision binoculars and he would probably see him. But he had to sleep and he had to eat, and so he couldn’t be absolutely certain he would be watching when Bertin made his move.

Five had been in position since the previous evening. He had left his vehicle in the car park of the Rosnager Arms, telling the landlord he was going on a four-day hike and would be leaving it there until he returned. There was a sign saying that parking was for customers only, but fifty quid had dealt with that.

Scotland had instituted a ‘right to roam’, which meant that anyone could walk across open land, even if it was private. So a single man with a backpack hiking across the estate wouldn’t arouse any suspicions. Five had started off along the seashore, a rough beach of pebbles and sand in front of the house, and then struck uphill alongside a burn in a sheltered wood. He had found a hollow in a cliff, almost a cave, to make his camp. He scouted out his observation point and waited.

He was prepared to wait a long time.

Lights appeared in the castle at 0710. At 0825 a Land Rover Defender pulled up outside the front entrance and two men and a girl got out; the men were dressed in tweeds and plus fours. One of them was a big, burly fellow of about forty, sporting the distinctive deerstalker headgear favoured by Sherlock Holmes. The other was thinner, younger and wearing a flat cap. The ghillies, no doubt.

Ten minutes later, they reappeared with two other men, also dressed in tweeds, whom Five instantly recognised as Karsh and Brenner. A fifth man, more casually dressed in jeans and a black zippered jacket, joined them, giving the rhododendron bushes a cursory once-over. Their bodyguard, presumably. All five mounted up in the Land Rover, ready for a day’s deer stalking.

This was a problem that Five had foreseen. He planned to jog along behind, keeping out of sight, and more importantly, keeping an eye out for Bertin.

However, rather than setting off on one of the many tracks leading up from the house into the surrounding hills, the Land Rover headed back towards the gates to the estate.

Five swore to himself, gathered up his rifle, and set off at a quick clip parallel to the track.

Five minutes later, a clearing came into view, with a series of shelters and targets. A range. Presumably they would warm up there before heading out to the hills.

Five swore again. He should have spotted that on the satellite images of the estate he had consulted the day before. It was a perfect spot for a sniper.

The Land Rover was parked and the five men were standing next to it, Karsh and Brenner holding rifles, as was the older ghillie, who seemed to be giving them some kind of lecture. The vehicle obscured the line of sight from the hills above the range, although a sniper concealed in the rhododendron bushes on the other side of the road would have a clear view.

Five squatted down, pulled out his binoculars, and began to systematically scan the bushes by the roadside.

Nothing.

Then he checked the open hillsides.

There!

The sniper was well hidden, but not invisible. As was his rifle, which was trained on the Land Rover. Three hundred metres at most. A walk in the park for a professional.

As soon as Karsh moved away from the Land Rover to take up his position at the range, he would be dead.

The sniper hadn’t seen Five; he was concentrating on the men below. Five was lower than the sniper, maybe four hundred metres away.

He unslung the HK, chambered a round, and lowered himself to the ground. The lecture was over, and the group of men were beginning to move.

Five picked up the sniper in his sight.

He steadied his breathing and squeezed the trigger. He watched through the sights as the sniper jerked and rolled to one side.

Impact had been on the torso, as intended. Five fired off three more shots, the first two missing the smaller target, but the third demolishing the sniper’s head.

Job done.
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Björn saw it all.

He had been focussing on the range, his ears straining for the sound of a vehicle’s engine, when he had shifted position. He saw movement through his peripheral vision somewhere to his right. A man dressed in a green coat and brown trousers was crawling up the slope to the ridge and one of the four possible vantage points Björn had identified earlier. He was carrying a rifle.

At first Björn assumed it was one of the estate workers, or maybe even Jesse Brenner, whom he had never seen, stalking deer.

But the guy looked like a soldier. Or an ex-soldier, maybe. He was late forties, maybe fifty. Although he wasn’t wearing obvious camouflage, his clothes had been chosen to blend into the hillside.

He reached the ridge and set up his rifle with a tripod. It was pointing down towards the ridge.

This man wasn’t planning to hunt deer.

He was hunting people.

Specifically, Finlay Karsh.

For an instant, Björn wondered who else would want to avenge his sister, when he remembered what Olya had said about Karsh needing to recruit security to protect him from some Central Asian businessman. Kazakh? No, Uzbek.

Björn grinned. Maybe he wouldn’t have to shoot Karsh himself. Maybe he could just watch this guy do it for him.

Although part of him wanted to avenge Gudrún, he knew that he was much less likely to wind up in prison if he left that task to someone else. A professional killer.

There was also his own position to consider. He was well hidden, but there was a chance that the sniper might spot him if he focussed his binoculars directly at him. At which point, a professional hit man would probably not hesitate to shoot. Björn would need to stop that from happening. Ever so gently, he slid his own weapon round until it was no longer pointing down towards the road and the range, but towards the ridge and the sniper.

Then both Björn and his new friend waited.

At 0820 he heard the sound of a car engine, and a green Land Rover appeared carrying two men, heading towards the castle. Twenty minutes later, it returned and parked next to the range. Five men got out. Björn recognised Karsh and the bodyguard he had dealt with in Southwark, Mr. Jessop. The other men were presumably Jesse Brenner and two estate workers. One of these began to lecture Karsh and Brenner, presumably about the rifles they were carrying. The bodyguard stood to one side, looking around at the woods and the hills. But he wasn’t systematic; he didn’t spot Björn and he didn’t spot the sniper.

Sloppy.

Björn glanced at the sniper. He was ready.

Björn focussed on the Land Rover. The men split up and began to walk around the vehicle towards the range.

A shot rang out, and then three more.

Karsh didn’t move. He was unharmed. The sniper had missed. How the hell had he missed?

For a moment, the five men stopped still, frozen. Then the bodyguard grabbed Karsh and pulled him behind the Land Rover, throwing him onto the ground. Jesse Brenner looked around in panic a second longer, and then dived after them. The younger estate worker just opened his mouth. The older one looked up at the hills.

Björn turned towards the sniper. He could see how the man had missed. The gunshots had not come from him; they had been aimed at him. His head was a bloody mess.

The shots had come from Björn’s left. At first he had assumed he had been deceived by an echo, but now he turned and saw a figure disappear down a gully out of sight.

There had been another shooter. Someone who had spotted the sniper and killed him. Someone who didn’t want to be seen by Karsh or the estate worker.

The estate worker had seen the sniper, but hadn’t seen Björn. He shouted out to the others and scrambled up the hill towards where the sniper’s bloodied body lay. The man was brave; Björn would have to give him that.

The bodyguard was bundling Karsh and Jesse Brenner into the vehicle. Björn hoped for a sight of Karsh before he drove off. He aimed at the Land Rover, but he had no shot. He could possibly have shot the bodyguard, who was driving, but Karsh and Brenner were out of view as the Land Rover accelerated round a bend towards the castle.

[image: ]

  *

As soon as he had fired the fourth shot and was absolutely sure Bertin was dead, Number Five slid down the slope into the gully behind him. He was now out of sight of the Land Rover. Bent low, he scrambled up the gully by the side of a small stream, then climbed over the ridge, still out of sight, and on to the reverse slope.

He contacted the Group and requested to be put through to Control.

“Target down,” he said.

“Well done. What about Thorsson? Have you seen him?”

“Negative.”

“He’s there somewhere. He used a credit card to pay for two rail tickets from Euston to Glasgow Central yesterday, and he hired a car in Glasgow. Silver VW Polo, registration Sierra Bravo One Seven Kilo Alpha Lima. Our assessment is that he is on his way to Castle Rosnager to go after Karsh. Delova is probably with him. Stay near the castle and keep an eye out.”

“I had to leave Bertin’s body on the hillside. The estate workers will call the police.”

“Avoid contact,” said Pope needlessly.

“And what do I do if I see Thorsson?”

“You know,” said Pope. “We still need Karsh alive. Thorsson is a threat.”

“Copy that.”

He set off back to his OP overlooking the castle. He wasn’t entirely happy with his orders. He had had no trouble killing Bertin. It was all in a day’s work; Bertin was a paid hit man who worked for the bad guys. But Thorsson? He wasn’t exactly a Brit, but he had served in the British army, risking his life for his adopted country. And for his mates, mates like Five. Then there was Norway: Five didn’t exactly owe Thorsson his life, but the injured corporal probably did. And Five certainly did owe Thorsson his career.

Thorsson wasn’t working for the bad guys, or at least not knowingly. He was trying to avenge the death of his sister. Five was trying to protect some rich hedge-fund murderer and some mineral deposits in a country he hadn’t heard of.

He shook himself. He couldn’t afford to think like this or he would end up like Milton, burned out and useless to the Group. He had been given an order and he would carry it out.

His day’s work was not yet done after all.
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Björn assessed the situation.

He had missed his opportunity. But he wasn’t giving up; Karsh was going to die that day.

Someone else had been ordered to kill the American. A professional hit man. That man was now lying dead on the mountainside. Karsh or one of his employees would call the police almost immediately. But it would take them a while to arrive. A local copper would probably wait for armed backup before he investigated. Björn had no idea where the nearest armed police were stationed, but it couldn’t be anywhere nearby. He had some time: an hour at least, maybe more. Unless the police came by helicopter. In which case, less.

But who had shot the sniper? No one who worked for Karsh, or he would have shown himself. A professional, certainly. A rival hit man? Or the British government?

Björn didn’t know. But he did know that whoever had shot the sniper was good, and would probably shoot Björn to protect Karsh. Which meant Björn had to find whoever it was and neutralise him first.

The older estate worker was hurrying up the hillside towards the dead sniper, surprisingly quickly for one so burly. Björn took the opportunity to slip away over the reverse side of the ridge. He knew from his early-morning recce that there was a gully just behind the spot from where he thought he had seen movement.

A silver lochan sparkled in the hollow of the shallow valley in front of him. He skirted it in a wide circle to a point from where he should be able to see the mysterious shooter emerge from the gully.

And sure enough, there was a figure carrying a rifle, walking rapidly through the heather towards the castle, parallel to and out of sight of the road. Björn let him go on ahead, waiting until he had disappeared around a crag to follow. By the time Björn got to the crag, he could see the other man crawling up the hillside to the top of the ridge. Björn knew from his map that the castle was on the other side.

Björn watched as the man set up his rifle, pulled out his binoculars and scanned the view on the other side of the ridge.

It was going to be difficult to get near him; there was at least a hundred metres of open moorland behind him.

Björn watched for five minutes. At one point the man gave a cursory glance at the moors behind him, but he was concentrating on the castle over the ridge.

Björn crept closer along a muddy stream bed. Then he hurried forward over the open ground as rapidly and silently as he could. He was holding his weapon in front of him. He would use it if it became necessary, but he really didn’t want to.

The only person Björn wanted to kill was Finlay Karsh.

Fifty metres. There was a steady breeze from the northwest blowing in his face. It would muffle the sound of his boots squelching over the damp turf.

Twenty metres. The man still hadn’t heard him. Björn increased his speed to a sprint.

At ten metres, the man heard something and twisted. He reached for his rifle, but before he could aim it, Björn was on him.

Björn fancied himself against anyone in close-quarters combat, but he was hampered by his desire not to cause his opponent permanent damage unless he absolutely had to. He slammed the butt of his weapon into the man’s upper arm, forcing him to drop his rifle. He raised the weapon for another strike, but his adversary was quick, landing a swift kick to his knees.

Björn buckled and the rifle butt landed only a glancing blow. He stepped backwards as the man sprang up at him, grabbing Björn’s rifle with both hands. The two men crashed into the heather. As they rolled Björn took a split-second opening to slam his head into the other man’s face. Then again. There was the crack of a broken nose, but the man’s fingers still clasped the rifle. He was strong, perhaps as strong as Björn.

But not quite as quick. Björn let go of the rifle with his left hand, causing the other man to lurch forward off balance, straight into Björn’s fingers, which gouged his eyes. Björn slipped out from under him and aimed a sharp chop at his neck. The man’s head banged against a rock and he was out cold, blood still running from his nose.

Björn checked his neck for a pulse. The man was unconscious, not dead. And, to Björn’s surprise, he recognised him. He was the sergeant who had been in charge of their section in that disastrous exercise in Norway: Björn couldn’t remember his name. Did this mean the SAS were involved? Were the British government on Karsh’s side? The only alternative that he could think of was that the man was retired: a gun for hire.

Björn knew the man would kill him if he could, but he didn’t want to murder him. He took a length of rope and a knife out of his pack and tied the ex-sergeant’s wrists and legs securely. He ripped open the man’s jacket and cut a strip off his shirt to use as a gag. Then he rolled the man, still unconscious, down the hill, checked that he was on his side so the blood from his nose wouldn’t flow back down his airway, and left him.
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Björn crawled over the rim of the hill and studied the castle below. The Land Rover was parked right outside the front door. All the curtains were open apart from those covering a window near the back of the house. That was probably where the inhabitants were gathered, the curtains closed to prevent Björn, or someone like him, firing at them through the windows.

Björn skirted around to the back of the house and descended through a damp wood of gnarled moss-covered trees and scattered boulders, keeping out of sight. From behind a copper beech at the edge of the garden, he could see two more curtained windows: presumably they all belonged to the same large room. He crawled through some rhododendrons, and then, crouching, he scurried across the back lawn and pressed himself against the wall of the house. He risked peeking in the windows, but the curtains were well drawn, leaving not a crack.

He worked his way around the building; every time he came to a window, he would raise his head and check inside. The fourth window looked into a grand hall. The bodyguard, Mr. Jessop, was pacing back and forth holding one of the sporting rifles, glancing at the big oak front door and then back at the door to the curtained room. The hall was wood panelled, decorated with the heads of stags, a salmon in a glass case and a portrait of a man with impressive whiskers. The room stretched upwards two storeys; a wide staircase led up to a gallery and presumably bedrooms above.

Björn ducked down. He saw no other sign of life. There was a back door that was locked. He tried the window to a larder, but that was secured. He couldn’t get into the castle without making a noise.

Moving around to the back of the house he noticed that a window was slightly open on the second floor. It was a long way up, but a drainpipe headed down from the roof gutters a couple of metres to one side of it.

The drainpipe was not in good repair.

Björn was an expert rock climber, but he wasn’t sure whether the pipe would take his weight.

Only one way to find out.
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Colin MacLeish was used to hearing rifle shots, especially on the moors around Castle Rosnager. But the sound of these four shots was subtly different to the Winchester or Tikka sporting rifles he was familiar with.

His first instinct was to check the hills for the white flashes on the rumps of hinds fleeing. Seeing nothing, he looked for a fresh carcass, or a wounded animal.

He was taken aback by the reaction of the two Americans and their bodyguard as they dived for cover, and felt an impulse to laugh.

But something wasn’t right. Who was doing the shooting? It had to be a brazen poacher to try to take a deer this close to the house when the ghillies were right there.

He turned to check the reaction of Archie, his boss. He was hurrying up the hillside.

Colin looked up to the ridge. There was a carcass amongst the heather all right. But it wasn’t a deer. It was a man.

The Land Rover sped off back towards the castle, with Mr. Karsh and Mr. Brenner inside, leaving Colin all alone and a little frightened in the middle of the road. He ran after Archie.

The two ghillies looked down at the body splayed before them. The shooter was dead. There was a rifle set up and pointed at where the Land Rover had just been parked. It wasn’t like any rifle Colin had seen: it looked military. He felt the barrel. Cold.

“What the hell’s going on, Archie?”

Archie gazed across the hills. “I don’t know. But whatever it is, it isn’t good.”

Archie took out his mobile phone. There was one bar of reception this high up, enough to make the call. He dialled 999. His report was urgent but firm. There was an armed man on the hills and a dead body right in front of him. Archie ended the conversation and put the phone away.

“All right,” he said, clutching his rifle. “I’ll wait for the police in the lodge.” That was his house, owned by the estate, just a few yards away. “You go back to the castle – you’ll be safe there with that bodyguard. But if you see anyone, just get into cover, do you hear me? Nothing brave. Nothing stupid.”

Colin set off at a brisk walk back towards the castle. He was excited and he was scared. Actually, he would feel safer in those hills that he knew so well than cooped up in the castle, however well secured it was.

He had gone a quarter of a mile when he glanced upwards. He had keen eyesight, and he knew how to spot movement. Someone was up there, just at the top of the burn.

Colin knew he should turn around, or possibly hide in the rhododendrons, but he had spent much of his childhood and adolescence crawling over these hills, and he was bloody good at it. If he could stalk red deer, he could stalk a man.

He set off up the gully.

He took his time. He was careful. An armed man was much more dangerous than a deer, but a man’s eyesight and hearing wasn’t as good, and most importantly, his sense of smell was rudimentary in comparison.

When Colin finally reached the ridge, he could see nothing. But he knew there was a broad strip of bog running from the ridge down to Lochan Fuar that the man would have had to cross. Sure enough, he found first one footprint and then another in the mud between the tufts of yellow grass. He made his way carefully down to a crag and peeked around it. He spied a figure lying prone on the ridge overlooking the castle, a rifle strapped to its back. The figure then got to its feet and set off along the ridge towards the wood behind the house.

Colin followed.

He heard him before he saw him: a strangled groan.

A man, a different man, was lying trussed up in the bottom of a muddy stream bed. Colin hesitated and then ran down to look more closely. The man was bound at his ankles and wrists, and a strip of cloth gagged him.

Colin ripped the gag off, picked up the unfamiliar rifle, figured out where the safety was, and pointed it at the man. Blood had caked his face from a broken nose.

“Untie me,” said the man. He was English. Northern English by his accent.

“No,” said Colin.

“Untie me. Now.”

“Not until the police get here.”

“I work for the British government,” said the man.

“Oh aye? Can I see your ID then?”

“I have no ID. I’m protecting Finlay Karsh. There was a sniper back there. I killed him. But there’s another man after him, the man who tied me up. Untie me so I can stop him.”

“How do I know that’s true?”

“I could’ve shot you before, couldn’t I?”

Colin thought a moment, and then shook his head. “Best wait until the police arrive. That’s safest.”

“No, it’s not,” said the man. “If we wait Karsh, will be dead. And probably everyone else in that castle.”

Colin’s sister Isla was in the castle, making the beds and tidying up.

“Think about it,” said the man.

Colin thought about it. Would that man he had seen crawling along the ridge really shoot his sister?

Possibly.

“All right, pal,” he said, laying down the rifle. “Give us your hands.”
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Björn moved quickly and silently up the drainpipe. He might have been silent, but the pipe creaked. It really didn’t like his weight.

As he reached the level of the part-opened window, something slipped with a grinding sound, and the pipe eased away from the wall. He was now at least thirty feet above the ground; a fall would be painful at best, fatal at worst. There was a hard stone path beneath him. Probably fatal.

He was too far across from the window to reach it. His plan had been to get above the window and swing down.

He moved faster. The drainpipe detached itself from the wall completely, and began to fall in a long, slow arc. By a combination of pulling and swinging, Björn managed to direct the fall past the window, and he grabbed on to the ledge as the drainpipe crashed to the path below.

He now had two problems: the people inside would have been alerted that something was going on outside, and Björn was hanging from his fingertips from a window ledge thirty feet up.

The swimming and the time in the university’s gym were enough, but only just enough, to give Björn the strength to haul himself up onto the ledge.

It was a bathroom window. He carefully slipped his backpack and his weapon in first, and then squeezed through himself.

The bathroom led through to a bedroom, which in turn led on to a hallway. He descended some narrow stairs at the back of the house and emerged onto another landing.

Silently, he moved towards dark wooden railings at the end: the gallery he had seen from the window.

In the great hall below, Mr. Jessop was darting from one window to another, looking out for whoever had made that crashing noise.

Björn dropped, landing on Jessop’s shoulders and knocking him flat. Jessop still managed to keep a grip on his rifle with one hand, but Björn stamped hard on his forearm, breaking a bone and the bodyguard’s grasp. Björn kicked the weapon out of reach, stood back and pointed his C8 at Jessop.

“On your feet! Quick.”

Jessop blinked at Björn, grabbed his arm and winced.

Björn raised his weapon. “Now.”

Jessop hauled himself to his feet.

“Through that door.” There were four doors leading off the great hall. Björn indicated to the one that led in the direction of the room with the closed curtains.

Jessop opened it, and Björn shoved his back, following him into what was a large drawing room.

Björn rapidly took in the situation. There were five individuals, all standing at various points around the room: the butler, Mackay; three girls, two blondes and one with green-edged hair whom Björn recognised as the waitress from the pub; and Finlay Karsh. The butler and the women looked scared. Karsh looked calm. And confident.

Where was Jesse Brenner? There was another rifle. Where was that?

Björn noticed the waitress’s eyes glance to his left.

He dived, rolled, and brought his weapon to his shoulder.

There was the loud report of a shot in an enclosed room, and then Björn fired a half-second burst at Jesse Brenner.

Brenner dropped.

Björn scrambled to his feet and stepped back before anyone else could make a move, his ears ringing from the gunfire.

Mr. Jessop was still holding his arm, Karsh was rooted to the spot, and one of the two blondes screamed.

Brenner was still.

“Nobody move.”

Nobody moved.

“You. Over with the others.”

The bodyguard did as he was told.

“Very good,” said Björn. “Unless you do anything stupid, you’re all going to walk out of here alive.” He glanced over at Karsh. “Apart from you.”

Björn realised that any slight chance he might have had of getting away with killing Karsh was now gone. He had shown his face. Mackay and Jessop knew who he was. Short of killing everyone in the room, which he definitely was not going to do, they would tell the police.

They had all witnessed him shooting Jesse Brenner. He was going to spend the rest of his life in jail for murder.

But at least Finlay Karsh would be dead.

“Hey, Björn,” said Karsh, holding up his hands in a pacifying gesture. He actually managed to produce a confident smile; impressive in the circumstances. “Is this about Gudrún?”

“Of course it’s about Gudrún.”

“I spoke to the police. She was killed by a mugger. I’m as upset as you about that.”

“You killed her, Karsh. You ordered her death.”

Björn should just have shot him right then. But he wanted Karsh to know he was going to die, to know why he was going to die.

“Olya knew about Walsh. Gudrún knew. You’re a murderer.”

“Drop it, Thorsson.”

The voice came from behind him. He turned his head to look back towards it. It was the man on the hill. Suddenly, Björn remembered his name. Sergeant McNair, that was it. Paddy McNair.

“If you shoot him, you’re dead. If you put the weapon on the floor, you live. Simple as that.”

Björn reassessed the situation. If he put the gun down, perhaps McNair would let him live. Live to do what? Rot in prison. And Gudrún’s murder would not be avenged. He wouldn’t have done what he had risked everything to do.

Björn had faced death many times. He had come to accept it as one of a number of possible outcomes. And now he was going to die.

So be it.

He stared at Karsh.

“For my sister.”

He squeezed the trigger.
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Paddy McNair knew that he should have shot Thorsson right away. With a bullet in the head, and no warning, Thorsson would have been dead before he could fire his weapon. Thorsson terminated, Karsh alive, the minerals in Dariastan going to Britain. Mission accomplished.

He had found his rifle lying in the heather on the ridge and had run down the hillside to the windows of the castle, in time to see Thorsson disarm the bodyguard in the great hall. He had shouldered his weapon, ready to fire through the glass, but he was a second too late: Thorsson had shoved the bodyguard through the door.

He had been considering how to get into the castle without alerting Thorsson when he heard a single rifle shot followed by a short burst of automatic fire. Instantly he had smashed the window to the great hall, knowing that the sound would be drowned out by the din of the gunfire, and had clambered into the great hall.

Why hadn’t he just shot Thorsson?

Because he didn’t want to kill the man unless he really had to.

He tried to talk him down, but then Thorsson’s weapon erupted in another short, deafening burst of automatic fire.

Blood spurted from Karsh’s chest and he dropped, slumping onto a chintz sofa, his blood splashing onto a pattern of winding red roses.

The room smelled of cordite. Everyone stared at McNair. His ears rang.

Now what?

Thorsson was motionless, his weapon still pointed at Karsh’s body.

McNair had time to think.

As his ears cleared, he heard the thud of a helicopter. The police were on their way. McNair had to extract himself, fast.

He made a decision. It was risky: it might turn out to be the wrong one as far as Control was concerned. It might even lead to McNair being dismissed from the Group. But, in his judgement, it was the correct choice.

“You five.” He gestured to the three women, the injured bodyguard, and the man whom he recognised from the files as the butler. “Put your hands up and move over to that wall over there.” He indicated the wall opposite Brenner’s body and the rifle that was still lying beside it.

“Thorsson. Come with me. We need to leave. Fast.”
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Björn was sitting in the armchair of the grey-furnished little sitting room re-reading Egil’s Saga and waiting for something to happen.

He had followed McNair out of the rear window of the castle, across the lawn and into the wood. Within a few minutes they were on the moors and making rapid progress into the empty mountains. After an hour or so, a police helicopter had made a couple of passes within a kilometre or so of them, but they had had no trouble concealing themselves.

McNair had been in contact with whomever he was in contact with, and in the early afternoon, they had been extracted by another helicopter, an army Lynx this time, flying low over the mountains and landing on an expanse of dry turf well out of sight of any habitation.

They had been flown direct to RAF Leuchars to refuel and then on to Northolt on the western edge of London, from where McNair had driven Björn to an anonymous house in an anonymous street somewhere near Harrow.

Björn had asked once what was going to happen to him. McNair had told him he didn’t know, and Björn should just be patient. That was something Björn could do.

McNair had taken Björn’s phone and left him overnight, asking him for a promise not to leave the house, a promise that Björn had given. Although he seemed to be alone, it was likely people were watching the property. Anyway, he had nowhere to go: he was on the run from the police, and McNair’s safe house was probably the most secure place for him.

He would have liked to have contacted Olya to tell her he had succeeded in avenging Gudrún, but that would have to wait.

The kitchen was stocked with the basics to feed someone for a couple of days; there was plenty of coffee, and Björn had his book.

He felt strangely at peace, in a kind of limbo. There was a lot to be done, to be faced up to: the police, most obviously, as soon as they decided to charge him. But, at least for the moment, he didn’t care about that. There was also Gudrún. All the administration to do with her death, getting her body back to Iceland, sorting out her affairs. How would he be able to do any of that while under arrest?

There was also her death. Björn had channelled his grief at that into anger. Now, just briefly, he felt a serene detachment. He had done what had to be done. He had avenged her death. And in a strange way that he knew wasn’t rational, he had assuaged his guilt at killing her father. Both Siggi and Finlay Karsh had deserved to die.

Björn knew this serenity was going to be short lived. There would be consequences for what he had done. And the loss of Gudrún would return to hit him hard. He knew he had long days and weeks of painful grief ahead. But not yet. Not while he was in this grey sitting room, reading his saga, listening to the tiny click of a battery-powered clock on the mantelpiece.

At about eleven o’clock in the morning, McNair’s car pulled up outside the house. A tall man with a battered face and a military bearing emerged from the passenger side.

Björn guessed: McNair’s boss.

McNair let them both into the house with his key. Björn stood up, wary.

The boss held out his hand. “My name is Captain Pope,” he said, looking Björn in the eyes as he shook his hand. “You can call me Control.”

Björn held the captain’s gaze. They all sat down.

“You’re in a bit of a mess, aren’t you, Thorsson?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You murdered two American citizens. Powerful, well-connected American citizens.”

“Two murderers, sir.”

Pope smiled, a touch of warmth this time.

“The police want you.”

“But, thanks to Sergeant McNair, they haven’t found me yet.”

“Quite,” said Pope.

The three men sat in silence for a few moments. Björn could wait.

Pope nodded as if to himself. “I would like to offer you a job.”

Björn raised his eyebrows. “Really?”

“The same kind of work as Sergeant McNair. I’ve spoken to your last two C.O.’s in the Regiment. They speak very highly of you. Sergeant McNair was impressed with your abilities in Scotland. You have skills we could use.” Pope hesitated. “We recently lost an agent. We need a replacement.”

“And what kind of work is Sergeant McNair involved in?” asked Björn.

“Killing people,” said Pope. “The nature of the threats facing our country these days is such that they can’t always be met in traditional ways. Our group takes a more non-traditional approach.”

“You break the law?”

“You’ve broken the law, haven’t you?”

“I have,” Björn acknowledged. “I assume that if I don’t accept your offer, you’ll hand me over to the police.”

“That’s correct.”

“So I don’t have a choice.”

“I would like to think that you do. I can’t accept you unless you are committed to the work. Apart from any other considerations, you won’t survive long.”

“I see,” said Björn.

“We defend our country from all kinds of threats, Thorsson. Serious threats. It’s important work - dangerous work - but we think you can handle that.” Pope looked directly into Björn’s eyes. “So, Thorsson. Will you come and work for me?”

Björn had killed in the past. He would kill again.

“The man who killed my sister,” he said. “Do you know who he is?”

“I thought you might ask that,” Pope said. He took a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Björn. It was a photograph of a man. He was wearing a suit and tie and was neatly groomed; he looked nothing like the junkie that Olya had described.

“A professional?”

“Yes,” Pope said. “His name is Carson. Ex-Army, freelance now. A particularly unpleasant man, quite apart from what he did to your sister. I expect you’d like to meet him.”

“I would, sir,” Björn said. “I don’t suppose you happen to know where he is?”

“Actually, I do,” Pope said. “He’s booked onto the 12.15 Eurostar to Brussels.” Pope looked at his watch. “It’s ten now. Plenty of time. We could give you a lift if you like.”

Control turned to McNair and gave a single nod. The sergeant reached into his jacket and unclipped a holstered pistol from his belt. He held it out.

“Are you in, Sergeant Thorsson?”

Björn took the weapon. It was a SIG Sauer.

“I’m in,” he said.
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You can get your free content for free, by signing up here.
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In the John Milton Series










One Thousand Yards




In this dip into his case files, John Milton is sent into North Korea. With nothing but a sniper rifle, bad intentions and a very particular target, will Milton be able to take on the secret police of the most dangerous failed state on the planet?




Free Download




The Cleaner




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




Milton is in New York, looking for some peace. But when he witnesses a murder he is dragged into a battle between corrupt cops and the gangsters who have bought them off.




Buy The Alamo















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




Hong Kong Stories, Vol. 1




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 Hong Kong Stories




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















In the Soho Noir Series










Gaslight




When Harry and his brother Frank are blackmailed into paying off a local hood they decide to take care of the problem themselves. But when all of London’s underworld is in thrall to the man’s boss, was their plan audacious or the most foolish thing that they could possibly have done?



Free Download


The Black Mile




London, 1940: the Luftwaffe blitzes London every night for fifty-seven nights. Houses, shops and entire streets are wiped from the map. The underworld is in flux: the Italian criminals who dominated the West End have been interned and now their rivals are fighting to replace them. Meanwhile, hidden in the shadows, the Black-Out Ripper sharpens his knife and sets to his grisly work.



Get The Black Mile


The Imposter




War hero Edward Fabian finds himself drawn into a criminal family’s web of vice and soon he is an accomplice to their scheming. But he’s not the man they think he is - he’s far more dangerous than they could possibly imagine.



Get The Imposter
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About Michael Ridpath









Michael Ridpath is the Sunday Times bestselling author of 15 novels, including a series of crime novels set in Iceland featuring Sergeant Magnus Jonson.  His books have been translated into 35 languages.  He lives in London.

If you would like to find out more about his books and receive a free copy of his novella set in Iceland, The Polar Bear Killing, click here.
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