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Chapter 1

It all began by accident.

Early one evening, Dieter Steinmetz of the Swiss Federal Intelligence Service was at Geneva airport, seeing off his daughter Anna who was flying to Florence on a school exchange visit. Mireille, his wife, had seized the opportunity to go and see her mother in Basle, and had left the day before. So now he had a week on his own, and as he emerged from the departures hall, he was wondering whether he should go back to the flat, put a pizza in the oven and watch the football on television, or eat something more interesting in his neighbourhood café and watch the football there. He was pondering the choice when he spotted a familiar face coming out of the arrivals hall.

Steinmetz clocked him right away. He didn’t remember the name, but he did remember the face and the figure. Steinmetz rarely went out with the surveillance teams nowadays – he had twenty years’ seniority in the job and most of his work was done in the office – but they had been a man short recently, and he’d been happy to make up the numbers, glad to keep his hand in.

The man he was looking at now had been the target of the surveillance; a member of the large Russian Trade Delegation in Geneva and a suspected intelligence officer. The teams had watched the Russian for two days, and though nothing of particular interest had emerged on that occasion, there had been some suspicious sightings in the recent past – he had been seen twice with a Pole they strongly suspected of drug running – so he was still very much on their target list, along with at least half a dozen other Russian so-called ‘diplomats’ posted to Geneva.

Steinmetz filed this sighting away in his mind, resolving to report it the next day, then bought a paper and walked across to the short-term car park where he climbed into his ancient Renault and drove off to join the back of the queue at the exit. As he was waiting, he noticed with admiration the car in front of his, a large, shiny, black Mercedes saloon. An arm emerged from the driver’s window and pushed a ticket into the machine, but it must have been the wrong way up because it fell out of the slot on to the ground. The car door opened and it was the Russian who got out, picked up the ticket and impatiently stabbed it back into the machine. Steinmetz watched as the barrier lifted and the Mercedes accelerated fast out of the car park.

The Russian seemed bad-tempered and in a hurry; Steinmetz wondered why. He pushed in his own ticket and, as the barrier lifted, drove off towards the airport exit. To his surprise he saw that the Mercedes was heading towards the motorway leading north, rather than back into Geneva.

This seemed odd to Steinmetz, who was in the business of noticing unexpected behaviour. On a sudden impulse, he also took the northbound exit, hanging back a little to make sure he wouldn’t be spotted by the Russian.

The Mercedes joined the A1, skirting the lake’s edge and heading towards Lausanne. Steinmetz hoped that wasn’t where he was going; it would be a nightmare trying to follow him on his own in that town’s narrow streets. But less than a quarter of an hour later, about five miles short of Lausanne, the Russian turned off the Swiss autoroute, and headed north. On the outskirts of the small town of Aubonne, he stopped at a petrol station and filled up, while Steinmetz parked discreetly off the road a hundred yards behind him.

While he waited, he looked around the car for a pen and a piece of paper. He found a pencil stub in the door pocket but no paper. Searching further, he discovered a paperback novel in the glove compartment. Anna had left it behind. To Kill A Mockingbird – one of the set texts in her English class. On a blank page at the back of the book he scribbled down the licence number of the Mercedes saloon: GE 672931. If he lost his target, at least he’d be able to check whether the car was registered to the Russian Trade Delegation or whether it was privately owned, information that might be some use to the surveillance teams in future. He’d just finished when the Mercedes pulled out, so he stuffed the book back into the glove compartment, and slammed it shut.

The Mercedes drove into Aubonne, through the square with its ancient hôtel de ville, past a pretty church and a turreted castle, leaving the village on its north side. It would be getting dark in an hour or so; surely this couldn’t be just a sightseeing trip. Anyway, why would he come straight off a flight and drive up here? He must be meeting someone. The more Steinmetz thought about it, the more likely this seemed. What had been casual impulsiveness, triggered by the appearance of the Mercedes in front of his own car at the barrier, was now growing serious. Steinmetz wished he wasn’t on his own. Single-handed surveillance in this terrain was very difficult. There was not much other traffic around so he’d have to hang back, but he was determined not to lose his quarry.

Yet he almost did – the black saloon was moving quickly through the countryside, and Steinmetz had to struggle to keep up. As he passed the Aubonne arboretum, the road entered a pocket of dense woodland. When he emerged from the trees the lowering sun came straight through the windscreen into his eyes. He pulled down the sun visor, blinking to help his eyes adjust to the sudden brightness, and realised that there was no sign of the Mercedes ahead of him. Damn! He pushed the accelerator down to the floor as the road climbed sharply out of the valley.

As he crested the hill, he was relieved to see the Mercedes again. It had slowed down dramatically, so much so that although Steinmetz braked sharply, he was soon only a hundred yards behind the other car. They were on an unusually straight stretch of road; nothing was coming from the other direction. Any normal driver would take the opportunity to pass the dawdling Mercedes, and Steinmetz realised that if he didn’t do that his cover would certainly be blown. It would be obvious that he was following.

There was nothing for it, so he started to swing out to overtake. The road here ran like a causeway on top of an embankment, with the land sloping away to form a steep drop on either side. Mireille would hate this, he thought – his wife had a terrible fear of heights.

He kept his eyes straight ahead as he started to overtake. But as he did so the Mercedes picked up speed; it was taking Steinmetz longer than expected to pass. Then suddenly he saw a shadow coming from the passenger’s side, and he realised that the Mercedes was pulling out on to his side of the road.

Steinmetz hit his horn and jammed on the brakes. But it was too late – the Mercedes’s front wing smashed into the Renault, knocking the smaller car towards the flimsy barrier on the left side of the road. Steinmetz desperately swung the steering wheel to the right, but the Mercedes was still pushing against his car, making a terrible grinding noise of clashing steel. As his car slid left towards the barrier, Steinmetz saw with a helpless sense of dread what was going to happen next.

The Renault hit the thin barrier like a bullet going through a paper bag, and hurtled off the road. The front of the car dipped in the air, lifting Steinmetz up in his seat. The Renault landed and flipped on to its side. It rolled over once, twice, and then a third and final time, until it sat crookedly upright on its one remaining wheel. It had lost both front doors, and its roof was crushed like a concertina.

Forty minutes later, a fireman attending the scene remarked to a colleague that it was a miracle that the car hadn’t caught fire. His colleague looked at the body being removed from the Renault’s front seat, and said softly, ‘Some miracle.’





Chapter 2

Russell White sat in the locker room with his head in his hands. Though he played tennis regularly twice a week, today for some reason he felt exhausted. His heart was racing and he was still breathing fast ten minutes after the game had finished. He must be putting on weight or perhaps it was just his age – forty-five next week. But that wasn’t old. The game on the indoor courts was always faster than on grass, but it would be weeks before the Geneva spring was far enough advanced for the outside courts to be used. He must cut down the alcohol and change his diet.

His tennis partner and colleague Terry Castle emerged, whistling, from the showers. ‘You OK, old chap?’ He nodded and Terry went on whistling as he put on his clothes – the informal uniform of soft wool jacket, open-necked shirt and slip-on shoes which the younger diplomats favoured.

‘If you’re sure, I’ll rush off. Got a meet in twenty minutes. See you back at the Station.’ He slung his bag over his shoulder and strode out.

White watched the younger man go, envying him his lean figure and jaunty attitude to life. He got up slowly, showered and dressed carefully. He himself still favoured the traditional Foreign Office style – a well-cut striped cotton shirt from Hilditch & Key in Jermyn Street, a blue worsted suit made by a tailor he’d been frequenting for years, and polished brogues.

He was standing in front of the mirror adjusting his Travellers Club tie when he saw the reflection of a man in tennis whites emerge silently from between the line of lockers behind him. Something about the man’s sudden appearance made his back crawl. He swung round to face the man, surprised he hadn’t realised there was anyone else in the room. The tall figure had prominent cheekbones and dark hair brushed back from a high forehead. He walked straight towards White, who drew back slightly against the mirror as he approached. The man just brushed by him before turning towards the door to the courts. As he passed he said in a low voice what sounded to White like, ‘I want to speak to Lees Carlisle.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ said White to the man’s receding back, wondering if he’d been mistaken for someone else.

The man turned, with his hand on the door, and said again, ‘I want to speak to Lees Carlisle. Only her. No one else.’ Then he left the locker room and the door swung shut behind him.

Russell White stood for a moment, fingering his tie and thinking hard. He could have sworn he’d never seen the man before. What did he want? And who on earth was Lees Carlisle, if that was what he’d said? A woman. He’d definitely said ‘her’. It seemed utterly bizarre.

Unless . . . it was an approach?



‘Of course it was an approach,’ said Terry Castle, when White told his story. Terry was junior to Russell White in the Service, but he was never slow to offer an opinion. ‘He’s trying to make contact.’

‘Funny way to make it, but you may be right.’ They were sitting in White’s office in the small suite of rooms in the British Mission in Geneva. Though relations between Foreign Office staff and MI6 officers in the Station were excellent, the Station’s first line of communication was to the green-and-white MI6 Headquarters building in Vauxhall Cross in London.

White thought himself lucky to have been left as Geneva’s Head of Station for five years. Though it wasn’t everyone’s ideal posting, he loved it. He loved the old town; he loved the easy access to the countryside and the mountains, where he rented a small chalet, ideal for skiing weekends or summer walking. And he enjoyed the diplomatic round and the ease with which you could pick up gossip or inside information, which could be turned into intelligence reports for home consumption. The Station was regarded as a success and he flattered himself that he contributed a good deal to its reputation. But this style of approach, if that’s what it was, was new to him.

‘Did you recognise the guy?’ asked Terry. ‘He must know who you are. He’s not going to make an approach to just any old Brit.’

‘No. I’m sure I’ve never seen him at the club before. Or anywhere else that I can remember. Pass me the Mug Book and I’ll see if he’s in it.’

Terry reached into the open safe in the corner of the room and plonked a large leather-covered album on White’s desk. Inside, each page held rows of photographs, with identifying captions typed on labels underneath. The people caught on camera, usually without their knowledge, were individuals either known to be or suspected of being intelligence officers. Unsurprisingly, given its importance as an international hub, there were a great many of these in Geneva.

Most nations were represented. Many of the recent photographs were of the Chinese, whose trade delegation had swollen disproportionately in recent years – a transparent cover for industrial espionage. But there were Middle Easterners, Russians, even other Europeans – the Station liked to know its friends as well as its competitors and targets. White leafed through page after page without pausing, then suddenly stopped.

‘Here we go. That’s him,’ he said, jabbing a finger at a black-and-white photograph. He was pointing to a small group of people, some sort of a delegation perhaps, one of the countless number that went in and out of the various international organisations which Geneva hosted, their buildings dotted around the lake. UNESCO, the WHO, the ITO, the UN itself – so much activity, thought White, with so little result.

‘Third chap from the left,’ he said as Terry Castle came round the desk to have a look.

Castle peered at the picture and the caption below it. ‘So, he’s a Russian. Looks it too.’

The man in the photograph was wearing a suit rather than tennis gear, but the receding hairline was in evidence, and the same high Slavic cheekbones. White read the caption aloud. ‘Alexander Sorsky. Second Secretary, Soviet Trade Delegation.’

‘I bet he is,’ said Castle sarcastically. ‘So what does he want to talk to us about? Talk about a blast from the past. It’s just like the old Cold War days, huh?’

White gave him a look. Terry Castle was less than ten years his junior, but he liked to pretend that Russell White was a dinosaur from the pre-Glasnost era. White said pointedly, ‘I wouldn’t know. The Cold War was before my time. Anyway, that identifies our mysterious stranger. I’d better get on to Vauxhall pronto.’

‘What about this person he said he wanted to talk to? Are you sure you got the name right? Lees something, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes. Lees Carlisle, it sounded like.’ White shook his head. ‘I’ve checked the Service Directory, but there’s nothing that looks at all like it. There’s Lees Armstrong in Bangkok, but he definitely said “her” and it certainly sounded like “Carlisle”. I don’t know who the hell he’s talking about.’





Chapter 3

Geoffrey Fane knew exactly who Liz Carlyle was, and sitting in his third-floor office in Vauxhall Cross, he could look out of his window across the river to the building where she worked. Thames House, headquarters of MI5.

Elizabeth Carlyle – what a pity she insisted on being called ‘Liz’. He had known her for almost ten years and had worked with her on many operations. She was intelligent, incisive, direct – and also, Fane acknowledged, very attractive. He respected her, admired her, and might have felt even more warmly towards her if she had shown any sign of admiring him.

But then women were inscrutable to Fane, and right now deeply annoying. Just that morning a letter had arrived at his flat in Fulham from the solicitors of his ex-wife, Adele. It seemed they wanted to reopen the financial settlement that had already drained his coffers irreparably. In particular, they were making noises about his family house in the Dorset countryside, the house which he and his brother had inherited. Its value, the lawyers were arguing, was appreciably higher than that declared by Fane during the divorce negotiations. It seemed Adele felt she had been cheated.

Bloody women, thought Fane. They always wanted to have it both ways. Some insisted on having careers – Vauxhall Cross now positively swarmed with women, many alarmingly competent, and some nearly as senior as Fane himself. They wanted equal pay and equal consideration, even if half the time they were off on maternity leave. They wanted to be part of things but on their own terms: if you tried to treat them as one of the chaps, they laughed at you. If you treated them like ladies, in the way he’d been brought up to do, complimenting them on their appearance, their clothes or their hair, you risked being accused of sexual harassment.

Not that Adele was like that. In fact, Fane wished she were more of a modern woman with a career of her own. Instead, Adele enjoyed playing the role of a high-born lady in a nineteenth-century novel, content to lie on a chaise-longue all day, nibbling chocolates at someone else’s expense. Fane’s expense for years, until a rich French banker had come along to take her off his hands. After the divorce, Fane thought the problem had gone away for good. But now here she was again, Oliver Twist-like, saying I want some more.

As if that weren’t enough for one day, now there was another woman disturbing his life. Fane looked with irritation at the communication from Geneva that had arrived on his desk a few minutes earlier. It seemed mildly amusing that a woman he knew so well was unknown to the Geneva Station. But he was not amused at all to read that the Russian who had approached Russell White had said he would talk only to her. Fane was always reluctant to hand over a potentially interesting case to the people across the river, but the Russian’s request had been unequivocal – he would only speak to Liz Carlyle. And not even Fane could pretend that Liz Carlyle didn’t know what she was doing.

But why was this Sorsky approaching the British now, and in such a covert way? How did he know Liz Carlyle’s name? He must have been posted in the UK at some stage – but even so how had he come across Elizabeth, and under her real name too? Let’s hope she can provide some answers, thought Fane. Because whatever lay behind the approach, it couldn’t be ignored. After the Cold War ended, relations with the Russian Intelligence Services had thawed momentarily but various events had turned the temperature frosty again. The Russians had reverted to their old tricks: it would be useful to know more about their operations, not least in Geneva.

Fane buzzed his Secretary. ‘Could you do an urgent look up for me on Alexander Sorsky, Second Secretary at the Russian Trade Delegation in Geneva?’

‘Yes, Geoffrey,’ replied a youthful, female voice. Fane knew he could have retrieved the information he needed himself from the database on the terminal on his desk but he was set in his ways, and preferred hard copy on his desk, printed paper rather than a screen. He also liked having young Molly Plum bring the files in. She was sweet and very pretty, and young enough to be his daughter. Better still, she seemed slightly in awe of him, which was not an attitude he was inclined to try and change.

As he waited, he stood at the window, looking out at the Thames, sparkling in a flash of spring sunshine, and thinking about the Cold War; recalling the efforts each side had made to infiltrate the other, and the deep satisfaction he and his colleagues had felt when the Soviet Union had collapsed and the game had seemed over.

Molly came into the room, carrying the cup of tea he always had at this time of the afternoon. ‘The Swiss have reported Alexander Sorsky as suspected SVR, but they haven’t confirmed it. We have no other traces,’ she said as she handed him the cup and saucer.

That was odd. It meant that not only had Sorsky never served in the UK but he also hadn’t crossed MI6’s radar anywhere else in the world. So how did the man know Liz Carlyle? Geneva had sent over a photograph, which Fane now examined. It was a low-resolution snap of a group of people; someone had drawn an arrow over the figure of Sorsky. He had unprepossessing features, was losing his hair, and in general looked more like a junior bureaucrat than an intelligence officer. Well, it took all sorts, as Fane knew. At least he’s not another bloody female, he thought grumpily, as he buzzed his intercom again and asked Molly to tell Liz Carlyle he wanted to come and see her.





Chapter 4

Liz was sitting in a Eurostar train somewhere under the Channel. She had caught an early train so that she’d be back at her desk in good time to face the backlog of phone messages and emails that would have accumulated while she’d been away. But the train had been stationary for the last twenty minutes and, in the absence of any explanation, uneasy conversations had begun as people asked each other what they thought was happening.

She’d gone to Paris to be with the man she had met more than a year ago, when an operation that had begun in Northern Ireland had unexpectedly taken her to France and close collaboration with Martin Seurat of the DGSE, the French Military Intelligence Service. The professional relationship had become something more, and they now spent most of their free time together. They had just passed a happy week, spending a couple of days staying at Martin’s flat in Paris, then going off to a small country hotel in the Loire, where spring was just arriving. Good food, good books to read, and each other’s company. It had been perfect. Until now.

Three hours later Liz arrived at Thames House. The train had stop-started its way to St Pancras after a disembodied voice had explained that the one in front had broken down. She dropped her bag in the corner of her office and sat down at her desk with a sigh to face the rest of the day. She had just turned on her screen when the phone on her desk rang.

‘Good afternoon,’ said a chirpy female voice. ‘It’s Molly here from Geoffrey Fane’s office. He’s coming across to Thames House for another appointment in an hour and would like to look in on you, if that’s convenient.’

Liz groaned to herself. The last person she wanted to see right now was Geoffrey Fane. ‘What’s it about? I’m rather snowed under today.’

‘He didn’t say,’ replied Molly, ‘but he did say it was urgent. I think it’s something to do with a message that came in from Geneva this morning. But don’t tell him I told you,’ she added cheerfully. ‘You know how he likes to play things close to his chest. ’Bye now.’

Liz smiled as she put the receiver down. Molly’s got the measure of him all right, she thought. Poor old Geoffrey. But Liz was also intrigued. What could a message from Geneva have to do with her?

An hour later she was still working her way through emails when Peggy Kinsolving stuck her head round the door.

‘Hi, Liz. Good holiday? Can I come and brief you on a few things when you’ve got a moment?’

Liz liked the young researcher and was always pleased to see her. ‘I’d say come in now but I’m threatened with an imminent visit from G. Fane. I’ll give you a buzz when he’s gone.’

‘Lucky you.’ And Peggy’s head disappeared, to be replaced after a short time by another.

‘Good afternoon, Elizabeth. Sorry to disturb you on your first day back. I’m here to see DG but wanted to tell you about something rather intriguing that’s just come in.’

How typically Geoffrey, thought Liz, to remind me that he’s a big fish accustomed to swimming with other big fish, and that he’s doing me a favour by letting me into his pond.

‘How was France?’ he went on. ‘I hope our friend Seurat was in good form.’

A second Fane ploy: he loved to show that he knew everything about everyone’s private life – particularly hers.

Ignoring this, Liz said sharply, ‘Molly said something urgent had come up.’

‘Have you had much to do with the Russian Services in recent years?’

She’d worked on a Russian case a few years ago, in which Fane had also been involved. He knew about that, especially as it had ended disastrously for him. She didn’t want to remind him of it.

As though he was reading her thoughts he said, ‘I don’t mean the oligarch. I was wondering about other cases.’

‘I helped uncover a British scientist who was selling secrets to the Russians a few years ago. I had to give evidence in court. He got ten years.’

‘What about earlier on in your career? Weren’t you in counter-espionage in your first years here?’

What on earth is this about? thought Liz. But she knew Geoffrey Fane too well to try to hurry him. He would tell her in his own good time.

‘Yes. In my first three years. Then I moved to counter-terrorism,’ she replied.

‘You didn’t deal with an approach from any Russian intelligence officer? Or run anyone here who’d been recruited?’

‘No. I was far too junior. I didn’t do agent running until I went to counter-terrorism.’

‘Hmm,’ said Fane. Then he went on, ‘Some people thought the end of the Cold War would mean the end of espionage. How naïve. Motives change, allegiances change, but spying goes on . . .’ Liz listened impatiently as Geoffrey droned on, expounding his familiar theme about the perennial need for intelligence work. I don’t know why he’s telling me all this, she thought. I agree with him. Perhaps sensing her impatience, he said suddenly, ‘Anyway, this chap Sorsky says he wants to speak to you. In fact, he won’t talk to anyone else.’

‘I don’t know anyone called Sorsky. Are you sure he really meant me?’

‘He’s reported to have said “Lees Carlisle”. There is only one Lees in either Service, and the only other Carlyle, Rex, has been our man in Uruguay for the last sixteen years. And in any case, Sorsky clearly indicated his Lees Carlisle was a woman. So yes, I rather think he does mean you.’

‘But how’s he got my name?’

‘I was hoping you could answer that. You must have met him somewhere.’

Liz racked her brains, but nothing emerged. Fane was looking at her sceptically, but she could only shrug. ‘What can you tell me about him?’

‘We don’t know anything more than that he’s suspected SVR, under commercial cover at the Trade Delegation in Geneva. As far as our records go, he’s never served here, though you’ll want to do your own Look Up. ’ Fane reached down for his briefcase. ‘I have a photograph. Not a very good one but perhaps it will jog your memory.’ He handed over the group shot from the Geneva Mug Book. ‘We could improve this, of course, but have a look at it and see if it means anything.’

She stared at the small group of men, standing on the steps of a large institutional-looking building, and in particular at the figure that had been arrowed. A man a little older than she was, wearing a dark suit and looking sombre.

‘Mean anything?’ asked Fane. His tone was light but he was staring keenly at her.

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

But she kept looking at the photograph, and in particular the eyes. They were dark and unusually large. There was something familiar in the gaze, something she had seen before.

Fane started to say something, but she shook her head for silence. Memories were stirring, a confused collection of them slowly starting to take form in her mind. It had been a long time ago – a world away. But where? She’d joined the Service straight after university and had come to London. Apart from a posting in Belfast, she hadn’t lived anywhere else for longer than a month or two. Surely she couldn’t have met him at home, when she’d been visiting her parents in Wiltshire. But she had the feeling she had been young when she met him. Could it have been before she joined the Service?





Chapter 5

Otto Bech liked to come into the office on Bern’s Papiermühlerstrasse very early. He got up at five each morning, walked the dog along the shoreline of the Wohlensee, ate a healthy bowl of muesli, kissed his still-dozing wife goodbye, then sat reading the paper in the back of his Audi saloon as his driver took him to work. Bech’s office was on an upper floor of a small complex of modern buildings known as the Egg Boxes, from the dimpled indentations in the external concrete along the line of the windows. The name reminded him of when he was a boy growing up on his father’s farm in the foothills of the mountains outside Geneva.

Bech thought that coming in at the crack of dawn set a good example to his staff; it showed that their boss worked longer hours than anyone else and if they wanted to get on they must work hard too. But the real reason he was usually at his desk at 6.30 was that it was quiet; no one else was around except the security guard and the night duty officer. He had peace and time to think.

Thinking, planning, analysing situations was what he did best. Not that he was bad at management – the staff of the FSI found him approachable and fair for the most part; and he had led them effectively through the disruption when this new intelligence service had been created by merging the two existing agencies.

It helped that Bech hadn’t come originally from either of them; he was an ex-policeman, though that had not been a recommendation in the eyes of most of those he now led. But he wasn’t an ordinary cop. He had run the National Fraud Squad, working for over two decades in the labyrinthine world of hidden bank accounts and anonymous tax shelters. Bech knew his way through his country’s arcane rules and banking practices, and in twenty years he had learned when to keep his eyes shut and when to investigate. But things were starting to change now, he reflected, looking out of the window across the Mingerstrasse at the parkland beyond. Terrorism had seen to that. Swiss banking laws had toughened, and there was unprecedented cooperation with foreign authorities, tracking down and freezing suspect bank deposits. It was difficult work; money could be moved at the click of a mouse, and keeping pace took foresight and speed.

This morning Bech was examining an interesting case. He was used to watching strange transfers of funds in and out of his country, but the movements recorded in this file seemed especially baffling. Twelve months ago an account had been opened in Switzerland’s second largest bank by a foreign national, and a significant deposit was moved into it from another Swiss bank. Checked in a random audit, the money had been traced back to a holding fund in one of the ex-Soviet Republics, Belarus. The bank had put an audit tag on the account, which meant that each deposit (and they came in monthly from various reputable European banks) was traced to its origins, which turned out to be other former Soviet Republics: one month Azerbaijan; the next Kazakhstan, and so on until eventually six or seven seemed to be involved, and the total sum in the account was over 5 million Swiss francs.

There the money had sat, drawing the negligible interest on offer during the worldwide recession. Then it started to be moved, initially in a series of transfers to the branch of a French bank in the city of Lyons. Then withdrawals from the Geneva account started to be made by a man who came into the Head Office and showed credentials proving him to be the same individual who had originally opened the account. He had made four withdrawals, each for 100,000 Swiss francs, before Bech’s officers had been alerted under money-laundering regulations. The identity details of the man, passed over by the bank, showed him to be one Nikolai Bakowski.

There was just one problem: when Bech’s officers attempted to trace Bakowski, they found that he didn’t seem to exist. At the Geneva address he had given, no one had heard of him; the mobile phone number had been terminated, and Swiss Immigration had no record of anyone entering the country under that name. All of which suggested that the Polish passport he had shown at the bank was false, and that it had been used only to create the account.

Bech idly scratched his cheek. The whole thing smelled, and the bank seemed to have been very casual in not checking Bakowski’s credentials properly. If this was ‘funny’ money – the receipts from drug trafficking or mafia activity in the old Soviet bloc – investigation would get them nowhere. The Belarus authorities weren’t going to cooperate in an investigation of the sort of activity that half their own government was probably involved in, nor were the Kazaks nor the Azerbaijanis.

But this felt different, Bech thought. Why had this Bakowski character started to show up at the bank in person instead of continuing to transfer money electronically? For a man with a false identity he was taking a big risk. How could he be sure that the bank was not on to him? He must know that at the very least the CCTV cameras would have photographed him as he withdrew the money. Perhaps he was relying on traditional Swiss banking secrecy. If so, he was out of date. He must need clean cash for some purpose. It must be for paying someone, and it wasn’t his window cleaner. An intelligence operation of some kind perhaps, brooded Bech.

This wouldn’t have bothered him very much if he could have been sure that whatever he’d stumbled on was being carried out somewhere else, but that seemed unlikely – after all, the cash was being withdrawn in Geneva.

The next step, Bech decided as he looked out of the window and saw members of his staff starting to arrive for work, was to find out who this Bakowski really was. The bank had supplied a very blurred CCTV photograph – their camera looked as though it could do with some attention – but he needed something better.

‘Monsieur Bech?’

He looked up with annoyance, since people knew he didn’t like to be disturbed this early. It was the night duty officer, Henri Leplan.

‘What is it?’

‘Forgive the interruption but I thought you should know. There’s been an accident.’

The man paused, ill at ease. Bech prompted him, ‘What kind of accident?’

‘A car ran off the road last night, not far from Lausanne. It was being driven by Dieter Steinmetz.’

‘Is he all right?’ Steinmetz was a good officer, thoroughly reliable, very experienced.

Leplan shook his head. ‘He’s dead, I’m afraid. There was a long drop off the side of the road, and the car rolled over several times.’

‘Good Lord. Was anyone with him?’

‘No. And it doesn’t look as if another car was involved.’

‘There were no witnesses?’

‘None. A local farmer discovered Steinmetz’s car. There’s no way of knowing how long after the accident. We’ve sent a team to assist the police, but right now we think Dieter somehow lost control of the vehicle.’

‘Has his family been notified?’

Leplan nodded. ‘We’ve managed to contact his wife. She’s in Basle seeing her mother. She says Dieter had taken their daughter to the airport and should have gone straight home.’

‘I thought he lived in Geneva.’

‘He did.’

‘So what was he doing near Lausanne?’

‘That’s what we’re trying to find out. Madame Steinmetz says she can’t understand it.’

Bech raised a suggestive eyebrow. ‘Maybe he’d planned a rendezvous while his wife was away.’

Leplan stiffened and shook his head. ‘I’ve known Dieter for years, sir. You couldn’t find a more devoted husband. We even used to tease him about it. There has to be another reason why he was up there.’





Chapter 6

That year spring had come early. Even before Easter the lilacs on campus were showing their first blush and at home Liz Carlyle’s mother said the bluebells were already out in the woods. Liz, just turned twenty-one, was in her last year at Bristol University and preparing for her Finals. When she looked ahead, she wondered what she was going to do with her life.

She was half-frightened, half-excited. So much seemed to be happening in the outside world. The Berlin Wall had come down a few years earlier, and now the Soviet Union – once an impermeable bloc – had suddenly fragmented. The glacier of the Cold War, which as Liz grew up had seemed permanent, was melting away: Democratic movements had sprung up in the states of the Soviet Union, and new governments had taken over in the Warsaw Pact countries after free elections; censorship was lifted, private enterprise encouraged – all measures which formerly would have brought in the tanks from Moscow.

As a History student, Liz had learned enough to realise that it was too early to tell if the promise of perestroika would be fulfilled and a new, safer world would emerge; or if instead all the changes would bring fresh dangers. Either way, she watched the fast-moving events and waited impatiently to get her degree and a job that would enable her to be part of it. She was working hard; she wanted to do well because she knew that a good degree would open more doors than a poor one – though she hadn’t as yet worked out which door to knock on. One thing she knew for certain was that she didn’t want to stay on at university. Academic research held no interest for her. She wanted to be involved on the front line of something that was happening – something relevant to the changes in the world.

For the short thesis that formed part of her degree, she had chosen to write about the significance of the break-up of the Soviet Union. Her tutor, Dr Callaghan, had invited her to the postgraduate seminars on twentieth-century European history that he held every week. She had found some of the topics pretty obscure, but she was flattered to be included, and one week the guest speaker had seemed particularly relevant to her thesis.

Dr Callaghan had introduced the serious, dark-haired young man at the end of the table as Alexander Sorsky, a visitor from Moscow State University where he was a lecturer in political theory. Sorsky looked little older than the postgraduate students, in his turtleneck pullover and jeans. He smoked unfiltered cigarettes the colour of maize, and spoke in excellent, accented English. He had high cheekbones and a prominent forehead, and though he wasn’t exactly handsome, his large, dark eyes made for an attractive, even exotic appearance.

‘I would like to speak of my own experiences during the recent upheavals in my country,’ he began. Then, talking without notes, he described how he had watched with mounting excitement as the new wave of freedom swept across the countries of the Warsaw Pact, moving inexorably towards the epicentre of the empire that had once contained them. He said that for months he had felt like a child waking up on his birthday morning.

At his own university in Moscow there were student protests against the Communist regime. They had been timid ones at first, then buoyed by events in East Germany and Czechoslovakia they had grown bolder; there was even a series of ‘teach-ins’ – inspired, Sorsky noted proudly, by those held in American universities during the Vietnam War. People started to speak out for the first time in their lives.

The guest speaker brilliantly conveyed the excitement of those days, and the uncertainty – no one knew when the Party might crack down on this new dissident movement, or if the military would intervene. It was only when the Republics of the Soviet Union broke away that it became clear there would be no counter-revolution. At one ‘teach-in’, in fact, a KGB officer had appeared in the lecture room and taken a seat. Out of habit everyone grew nervous in his presence, and the discussion – usually lively – was muted and restrained. But then the KGB man politely raised his hand and asked to speak. He rose, looking slightly nervous, and announced that he was not there in any official capacity. He came simply as a citizen, one who wanted to acknowledge that the time for change had come, and could not be denied. His listeners had applauded him, and to their astonishment the KGB man had burst into tears. To Sorsky this seemed the ultimate symbol of the Communist state’s demise.

He ended his talk on an optimistic note, saying that however difficult the immediate future might be, there could be no return to the heavy-handed days of Party control. Looking at her watch, Liz was surprised to see that the Russian had spoken for more than two hours – yet her interest had never flagged.

Afterwards Sorsky had stayed on to answer questions and several of the students then persuaded him to join them in the bar of the Student Union. Feeling a bit of an outsider among the postgraduates, Liz was about to leave, but Sorsky saw her and said, ‘You come too, please.’

In the smoky student bar, they had all talked until late in the evening, bombarding Sorsky with questions about Russia and his life there. He was entertaining, telling them funny stories about the ridiculous ways of the old bureaucracy, but also asking them about their lives, and insisting on paying for more wine. When they moved on to bottle number three, he had even sung a Russian folk song. As the party finally broke up, he shook hands with the boys and kissed the cheeks of the girls, and said he hoped to see them all again.

As Liz walked back to the hall of residence with Sylvie, a postgraduate who lived on the same floor, she said, ‘That was fun.’

Sylvie agreed. ‘Wasn’t it just? And isn’t that Sorsky a charmer? He certainly seemed to take to you.’

Liz would have thought no more of it or of him, but a week later she ran into Sorsky coming out of the Library. He seemed pleased to see her, and suggested going for coffee. Liz hesitated – she was revising hard – but it seemed churlish to say no. So they went into a nearby café, where after some initial awkwardness they talked easily.

Liz found herself describing where she had grown up – Bower Bridge – and realising how much she missed the contryside. Which Sorsky seemed to understand at once – he told her he was from a small village himself, and that however much his professional life lay in the capital these days, his heart was always in the country.

Liz had warmed to him; so much so that she’d told him how her father had been diagnosed with cancer the year before, and how she had had to spend time at home helping her mother run the estate while her father underwent first chemotherapy then radiotherapy. He seemed better now, she said cheerfully, though inwardly she knew her father’s remission might prove all too temporary. Sorsky had been sympathetic, but tactful too; sensing Liz didn’t want to say much more about her father, he had changed the subject to the seminar he’d addressed. He’d been surprised when she explained she was still an undergraduate, and had asked what she was going to do next.

‘I don’t want to be an academic,’ she said firmly.

‘Good,’ he said, and waved one hand dismissively, ‘that’s the last thing you should do. You seem very interested in the world – you should do something that makes you part of things.’

Which was exactly what Liz had been thinking. The problem was, what? He must have seen the doubt in her face for he said, ‘There are lots of opportunities for someone like you – you just need to find them. We need people who think clearly about the world – you could work in business, looking at foreign events and interpreting them. Or do something with the UN, if you want to travel. Or for your own government.’ He was looking at her appraisingly now. ‘The Foreign Office, or perhaps something closer to home. I will be interested to hear what you choose.’

‘Or more likely what chooses me,’ said Liz with a laugh, beginning to feel embarrassed that she’d told him so much about herself. She glanced at her watch, ‘I had better get back to my books,’ she said.

Sorsky stood up. ‘I understand. But perhaps before I go back we could meet again.’ He was watching her face.

‘That would be nice,’ said Liz. Would it? Yes, it would; she liked this man.

‘Let me give you my phone number – I’m staying in one of the university flats. Perhaps after the Easter break you would ring me, and we could meet again.’

Liz took the slip of paper and they said goodbye. She couldn’t really make him out. Was he interested in her? It seemed odd to have given her his number, instead of asking for hers. Perhaps that was the Russian way. But she decided she would call him after the break.

And she almost certainly would have, especially since just two days later a friend happened to show her an advertisement in that day’s Guardian.



Are you interested in doing

something completely different?

Something important – even if you can’t crow about it?

Are you decisive, level-headed, logical, and calm in a crisis? Then we might be for you . . .



Liz had never even remotely contemplated joining the Security Service, since everyone knew MI5 and MI6 were filled with Oxbridge public-school types, and very few women.

But something in the ad spoke to her, and she wrote off for an application. When the form arrived, she broke off from her last-minute cramming and filled it in. As she licked the stamp and posted the envelope, she realised that if she hadn’t had coffee with Sorsky she would never have answered the ad – You should get a job that makes you part of things.

But after Easter, while Liz was still at home in Wiltshire, her father took a sudden turn for the worse. She stayed an extra week, trying to study when she wasn’t helping her mother keep him comfortable and making sure that his instructions for the estate were carried out. Only when his illness plateaued did she go back to Bristol where, with only ten days left before her exams began, she revised frantically.

And when she finished her Finals she felt so washed out that she didn’t do anything for days. She thought at one point of ringing Sorsky, but then she received an answer to her application – she was wanted for interview on the following Tuesday in London. The letter warned her that this was just the first step in a long process, and reminded her that she should keep the fact of her application to herself and very close members of her family.

The interview had gone well, and then there had been another, and another after that. By then she had forgotten all about Alexander Sorsky, who must have returned to Moscow when the term ended.





Chapter 7

‘And I never saw him or heard from him again,’ she finished.

Fane sat silent for a moment, leaning forward in his chair, elbows on the desk, fingertips meeting steeple-like. Liz had omitted any mention of her own feelings towards Sorsky at the time he was showing an interest in her. She knew only too well what Fane would make of that.

Lifting his head to look straight at her, he gave a sardonic smile. ‘So Sorsky’s the reason you joined MI5?’

‘Hardly,’ said Liz. ‘Apart from that one conversation, we didn’t discuss my future plans. And the Service was never mentioned at all.’

‘I don’t mean he recruited you.’ Fane gave a short laugh. ‘But he put the idea into your head. He obviously made an impact on you – and you on him. It explains things.’

‘Does it?’ It was true enough, she thought, that without Sorsky’s encouragement to look further afield, she would probably have ended up as a teacher or working in business; certainly something quite different from the intelligence world. But it was very difficult to see how Sorsky’s casual piece of advice of twenty years ago could have triggered this situation. His insistence that he would speak to Liz and only Liz was most likely a calculated move to ensure that his approach was taken seriously and was passed on by the Geneva Station. Though how he had learned not only that she’d joined MI5, but that she was still there, was a mystery.

Fane must have been asking himself the same question. ‘Did Sorsky know that you applied for MI5?’

‘No. I told you that the last time I saw him was before I’d even seen the advertisement in the Guardian.’

‘Could someone else have told him? Someone you’d confided in?’

‘I didn’t tell anyone else.’

‘Not even family?’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous. I didn’t tell the family, but even if I had, my family have never been in touch with Sorsky or any Russians.’ The truth was that with her father so ill at the time, the last thing she’d wanted to do was to worry him or her mother by telling them that she was applying for a job that they would have considered dangerous.

‘And you never saw Sorsky again?’

‘No, I didn’t. I’ve told you that already. I don’t have any idea why he’s mentioned my name.’

Fane nodded. ‘Well, you’ll find out why soon enough.’

‘What do you mean?’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘He asked for you. No one else will do – he said so himself. I can hardly send Bruno Mackay, for example, to fly over and see the man when he’s made it quite clear that he’ll only talk to you.’

Liz knew that he had not picked Bruno Mackay’s name at random. Fane knew very well that she and Bruno were old rivals. They typified the different cultures of the Services they worked in and the different jobs they had to do. Liz was careful, analytical, with a direct, straightforward and very determined style. Bruno was the opposite – his flashy exterior covering a subtle and, in Liz’s view, devious approach; he was no less clever than she but reached his goals in a much more oblique manner. They were like chalk and cheese, and Geoffrey Fane knew that suggesting he might put Bruno in to do a job that Liz was balking at, was bound to wind her up.

‘Are you saying that you want me to go to Geneva and meet Sorsky?’

‘Yes. We can’t afford to ignore his approach and since Sorsky is hardly in a position to come over here to see you, you’ll have to go and see him. Don’t worry. The Geneva Station will look after you. Russell White is very sound.’

Liz nodded slowly. Fane was right of course. If Sorsky had asked specifically for her, it would be stupid to try and fob him off with someone else, at least not until they’d found out what he wanted to say. And Liz had to admit that she was intrigued by his unexpected reappearance in her life.

Fane stood up. ‘Good, that’s settled then. I’m seeing DG now, so I’ll mention it. Then I’ll get Russell White to contact you and fix all the details. Meanwhile,’ he added, ‘I’d give a little thought to how this Sorsky character might know that the girl he met at university is now an MI5 officer. We don’t want any nasty surprises, do we?’





Chapter 8

‘Enjoy your stay in Switzerland, Ms Falconer.’

The immigration officer handed back her passport and Liz walked on, pulling her small overnight bag past the desk, through the baggage hall and the Customs post, emerging into the arrivals hall of Geneva Airport.

She paused for a moment, scanning the sea of waiting faces for anyone who looked as though they might be meeting her. It was 11.30 in the morning; her flight had landed on time. She didn’t know if she was being met; she’d changed her travel plans the previous afternoon, in response to a message from Geoffrey Fane. There had been a second contact with Sorsky and the meeting was arranged for this evening. So here she was, twenty-four hours earlier than she had planned.

She waited a few minutes more, but when no one approached her, she started walking towards the taxi rank. She was just nearing the terminal doors when a man appeared at her side.

‘Ms Falconer?’ he asked, slightly breathlessly.

She nodded and he offered his hand. ‘Russell White from the Embassy. Sorry to cut it so fine – traffic’s unpredictable this time of day.’

He was wearing a smart blue suit and one of the striped ties that Liz knew that Englishmen used as a sort of signal. The corner of a paisley silk handkerchief was poking out neatly from his jacket’s breast pocket. He made friendly small talk as he led her outside to the short-term car park where a small grey Mercedes saloon sat parked near the exit. ‘Hop in,’ he said, unlocking the doors. ‘Shove your bag on the back seat.’

As they drove out of the airport, White said, ‘I’m getting rather fit thanks to you.’ Liz gave him a questioning look and he laughed. ‘I usually play tennis twice a week, but since your friend emerged, I’ve been on the courts every morning. Didn’t want to miss him. And yesterday he showed. We’ve agreed a meet with you at 18.30 in the Old Town. It’ll be twilight but not dark. It depends how long he wants to talk for. I’m glad you could make it at such short notice. Do you know Geneva?’

‘Not really. I’ve been here for a conference, but I came one day and left the next. I didn’t have time to look around much.’

‘Ah, then let me make a few detours. Give you a bit of a feel for the place, and I can show you where your meeting will be. We can talk over all the details back in the office, but I can tell you he’s given us some pretty precise instructions. He’s clearly scared.’

Liz nodded. She was beginning to get that familiar sense of excitement, the tension in her stomach that front-line operational work produced.

They were driving along the lakefront now, passing a mix of modern glass-and-steel towers and grand old-fashioned hotels. Turning away from the lake, White drove down a street of baroque stone-and-brick houses, originally the mansions of the rich but now apparently housing the offices of law firms, accountants, small businesses.

‘Geneva’s a strange city,’ he went on, ‘stuffed with international organisations and banks, of course, but it’s also a big industrial centre: pharmaceuticals as well as hi-tech and IT companies of all kinds. But it’s by no means all modern and soulless. The cultural life here is very strong; you can’t turn a corner without running into a museum or gallery. As you can imagine it’s also a hotbed of intelligence gathering, industrial espionage: political and military, agents of influence – it’s all going on here. A bit like Vienna in the Cold War. The place is heaving with the opposition and our American friends – all trying to get one up on each other. And then there’s the local Security Service, trying to keep the lid on things, never quite sure where to focus their attention.’

They crossed the river, and White parked on the edge of the Old Town. The buildings were smaller, the streets irregular and narrow. ‘We have to go on foot from here. But the meeting point’s not far.’ They walked through an ancient stone arch and on to a cobbled street. To Liz it looked like a Central European version of Stratford-upon-Avon, little houses with bulging white plaster walls and black beams, overhanging the narrow streets.

‘It gets a bit touristy here in the summer,’ White said. ‘People holidaying in the Alps often come down for the day. Now, do you see that park over there?’ He pointed to the west.

‘Just,’ said Liz, catching a glimpse of green beyond a long high stone wall.

‘That’s Parc des Bastions.’

‘Was it once a fort?’

‘Originally, though more recently it was the city’s botanical garden. Now it’s part of the University of Geneva. That’s where chummy wants to meet you this evening. We’ll go over the details when we get back.’

‘Looks awfully exposed.’

‘That’s what we thought. On the other hand, it means he can tell if anyone’s watching him.’

‘Or me,’ said Liz. ‘Speaking of which, I don’t want any surveillance from our side when I meet him.’ She saw White hesitate and said firmly, ‘None at all. I don’t want anything to alarm our man. It’s not as if I’ll be in any danger. If he wanted to murder me, he wouldn’t pick the middle of a park.’
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