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			Alex Reeve was Operative 66. A former special-ops soldier and one of the UK’s most lethal weapons, he was a member of SC9 – an elite covert unit with a remit to assassinate the country’s most dangerous enemies.

			Falsely accused of treason, Reeve was condemned to live in the shadows as the merciless killers he once trained alongside were ordered to terminate the ‘rogue asset’.

			But tricked into revealing himself, Reeve is dragged into a deadly international conspiracy involving the British state, shadowy Russian agents . . . and his own father, a violent murderer newly released from prison.

			But if there’s one man who can survive . . . it is Operative 66.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Konstantin Nesterov didn’t spot his killers until it was too late.

			Walking his dog was one of the Russian’s few opportunities for tranquillity. Today was especially peaceful. The damp ground in the thick woods smothered noise. The constant rumble of London-bound traffic was barely audible.

			London. His shoulders sagged at the thought of the city. It had once been a prime diplomatic posting; glamorous, cultured, exciting. But things had changed. Relations between Russia and Britain, frosty at best, had tipped towards hostility. And since Brexit, the capital itself felt distinctly unfriendly to foreigners. He was looking forward to returning home.

			Not least because if the British knew his real job, they wouldn’t let him leave. That was, not until the next exchange of spies between London and Moscow.

			Nesterov was no James Bond, he readily admitted. In his fifties, overweight, divorced, he was hardly the physical type. But his purpose was still espionage. Officially he was a member of the Trade Delegation of the Russian Federation. Which was true. But he had another mission beyond expediting business deals and smoothing import-export paperwork. His speciality was finding the weak links in corporate chains. People who might be persuaded to put their own interests above company, and country. Their interests being best served by aligning with Russia’s.

			Such people were generally easy to deal with, once identified. Flatter and befriend – then bribe and, if necessary, blackmail. But that last was rarely needed. People could be surprisingly easy to buy. One of Nesterov’s best contacts willingly leaked critical financial secrets in exchange for Wimbledon tickets. The information he and others gave benefited Russian businesses internationally, at the expense of British ones.

			In the UK, Nesterov’s actions were considered a crime. One for which he didn’t have the shield of diplomatic immunity. He’d always been careful; he wouldn’t have lasted this long otherwise. But . . .

			Things were changing in Britain. Not for the better. Since the collateral nerve-agent poisoning of civilians in Salisbury, Russians were under increased scrutiny. It was the kind of attention Nesterov could do without. He was almost certainly on MI5, GCHQ and Special Branch’s watch lists. Every move had to be made with increased caution.

			But something else was going on. What had started as rumours months earlier was now an open secret. Several Russians attached to the diplomatic service in the UK had met with accidents. Or ‘accidents’. Falls, car crashes, fires, drug overdoses. Bad luck and coincidence perhaps, but so many, so close together? It wasn’t the usual British way of playing the spy game – which made Nesterov nervous. Either someone else was involved, or the Brits were dropping their traditional cautiousness. Both possibilities were unnerving. Another good reason to return home . . .

			A bark brought him back to the moment. Mischa, his Labrador, had been twenty metres ahead, exploring the trees. The reddish-brown dog was now stationary, looking off to one side. Nesterov followed her gaze. Someone else was in the woods. A man, approaching through the morning mist.

			The figure called out. ‘Jimbo! Come!’

			Nesterov halted, listening. No sounds of another dog nearby. Mischa barked again. ‘Here, girl,’ he said. She trotted obediently back to him.

			The man shouted again. Still no response. He continued towards Nesterov.

			The Russian took him in as he neared. Late thirties, black hair, tall. Something about his bearing suggested a military background: a confident authority. He smiled as he approached, giving Mischa an admiring look.

			‘I say, beautiful dog,’ said the new arrival. His voice was smooth, well-educated.

			‘Thank you,’ Nesterov replied.

			‘I seem to have misplaced my own. You haven’t seen a collie, have you? He ran off after a squirrel a few minutes ago.’

			‘I’m afraid not.’

			The man sighed. ‘Looks like I’ll have to resort to bribery to bring him back.’ He dug into a coat pocket, producing a large bag of dog treats. ‘Jimbo! Here!’ He shook the bag, rustling its contents. Mischa sat in anticipation, wagging her tail. He leaned towards her, then paused. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’

			‘No. It is fine.’

			‘Always polite to check.’ He tossed the Labrador a treat. She snapped it out of the air. ‘Good – boy or girl?’

			‘Girl.’

			‘Good girl.’ He shook the bag again, keeping Mischa’s attention. ‘Hopefully mine will—’ He turned his head. ‘Oh, there he is.’

			Nesterov looked for himself. No sign of any dog through the trees—

			A noise behind, quiet footfalls – and a shard of fire tore upwards into his back.

			The black-haired man, John Blake, watched dispassionately as his partner stabbed Nesterov from behind. Harrison Locke had slipped stealthily closer while Blake kept their target distracted. In his former life, Locke had been a military surgeon. He was also, Blake had come to realise, a cold-blooded psychopath. His black carbon-fibre blade struck with unerring precision, puncturing the liver.

			The dog reacted in alarm. She barked at Locke, teeth bared. Blake was prepared. ‘Hey, hey!’ he called, shaking out the bag. Meaty treats scattered across the ground. The Lab was torn between protecting her master and the prospect of food.

			By now, Locke had clamped a gloved hand over Nesterov’s mouth, choking off his scream. He twisted his knife before withdrawing the weapon. Blood sluiced down the Russian’s coat. Another couple of jabs, catching Nesterov’s flailing arm. These were as carefully aimed as the first. They would create the impression of defensive wounds. The attack couldn’t appear too one-sided. The assassination had to look like a mugging gone wrong.

			The dog kept barking, but was too afraid to attack. Locke maintained his hold as Nesterov’s movements weakened. He stabbed the other man again, this time in the side. The strike was almost half-hearted. All part of the show. The precise, lethal wound would be surrounded by ones that appeared amateurish.

			Finally, Nesterov slumped. Locke released his grip. His victim crumpled to the damp ground. Blake surveyed their surroundings, opening his coat to access the gun inside. If another dog-walker had heard the commotion, they would have to die too . . .

			But there was nobody in sight.

			‘Get his phone and wallet,’ said Blake over the dog’s distressed barks.

			Locke gave him an icy look. ‘I do remember the plan, John.’ He crouched beside the twitching body. The Labrador made a move towards him. He snapped up the knife as if about to stab it.

			‘Hey,’ said Blake as the dog flinched back. ‘No need to be cruel.’

			‘Very amusing,’ Locke replied, without the slightest hint of a smile. He rooted through Nesterov’s belongings, pocketing his wallet and phone. ‘Got them.’

			Blake made another check of the woods. Still clear. He moved to examine the corpse.

			‘I assure you, he’s quite dead,’ said Locke.

			‘Just confirming the kill.’ Satisfied, he stepped back. One benefit of operating on home soil was that less clean-up was needed. Arrangements could be made for DNA or other forensic evidence to be contaminated, or ‘lost’. Both men were Operatives, members of an elite British covert intelligence agency: SC9. Officially, it did not exist. Outside SC9, only a handful of highly placed people knew of it. Despite this, it wielded subtle, yet powerful influence within the apparatus of state security. Its purpose, however, was blunt.

			Eliminate enemies of the British state. By any means necessary.

			Even knowing they would be protected, the Operatives wanted to avoid needless errors. Once Locke had cleaned and sheathed the murder weapon, they both checked the scene. Anything that might incriminate them would be microscopic in nature. All they’d left were footprints. No matter: their shoes were brand-new, bought the previous day. Before the end of this one, they would be incinerated. ‘We’re clean,’ Blake finally announced. ‘Let’s go.’

			Locke stared at the barking dog. ‘It’s a witness. We should eliminate it.’

			‘You know they can’t talk, right?’ Blake kicked a couple of treats towards the animal before walking off. ‘That’s a nice dog, actually. Fox red.’

			‘Ironic.’ Again, there was no trace of humour behind Locke’s reply.

			Blake nodded. ‘Yeah.’ A brief smile. Fox Red was the SC9 code for an internal threat: a traitor. The agency’s head was also a breeder of pedigree Labradors. He had very strong negative views about the lineage and worth of ‘fox red’ dogs.

			The smile vanished. Anyone declared Fox Red by SC9 was to be killed, immediately. But one traitor had escaped his death sentence. Even after a year and a half, the thought still rankled Blake. Alex Reeve’s survival was almost a personal insult. ‘Another spy down, then. Maybe the Russians will finally get the message. Hit at SC9, we hit back ten times harder.’

			The two Operatives disappeared into the mist, leaving the dog to cry over her owner.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Alex Reeve was living his third life.

			In his first, he was Dominic Finch. The son of a violent father – the man who murdered his mother. After his father was imprisoned, he was alone. He drifted through foster homes before eventually joining the army. That finally gave the young man a goal: to be the best.

			It was a goal he pursued arduously. And he succeeded. His single-minded focus, determination and skill drew the attention of the special forces. He was recruited into the elite Special Reconnaissance Regiment. His task: work undercover to protect the realm. He mostly operated alone, adopting new roles, new identities. Despite the danger, he’d enjoyed it. The more time he spent as someone else, the less he had to be himself.

			His second life began when he was recruited by a higher elite. SC9 took only the best of the best. Then made them even better. He adopted another new identity. Dominic Finch was gone; Alex Reeve was born. His old life was abandoned, and he was more than happy to let it go.

			SC9 was the very tip of the nation’s spear. Britain’s enemies, at home and abroad, were not bound by the law. So neither were SC9’s members – the Operatives. They fought fire with fire, taking any actions required, up to and including assassination. Such acts were necessary to protect the country.

			Or so Reeve had been told.

			It was all a lie.

			He’d completed his training, become an Operative – then been immediately targeted for elimination. By his own side. SC9 had declared him Fox Red: a traitor. But Reeve was innocent. Why had he been marked for death? He didn’t know. So he used all his skills to survive, escape – and run.

			Alone, hunted by his former colleagues, he nevertheless eventually uncovered the truth. Another Operative, Craig Parker, had framed him to cover his own treachery. Reeve confronted him to learn why. Both Parker’s parents had died; his mother in an underfunded hospital, his father in prison. The British state was, he insisted, culpable in their deaths. So he was taking his revenge by attacking it from within. Reeve had been framed simply because he was the most convenient patsy.

			While SC9 hunted Reeve, Parker was free to embark on his own plan. He had been ordered to eliminate a progressive politician whom SC9’s boss considered troublesome. The intent of the assignment was subtlety: to arrange an ‘accident’. Parker, however, planned a very public murder. After which he would expose SC9 to the world’s media. The agency had killed civilians and officials in friendly nations as well as hostile ones. It would be a diplomatic catastrophe, making Britain a pariah, tearing apart alliances. The damage to the country would be incalculable.

			Reeve had stopped him, killing Parker in the process. But his own death sentence had not been lifted. All he could do was run again, and hide.

			Which was where his third life began.

			He still thought of himself as Alex Reeve. Officially, though, he was now Angelo Moretti. That was the name on his fake IDs. They’d cost him thousands of euros. Money well spent; they’d held up to scrutiny. SC9 hadn’t found him, and nobody else had questioned his identity.

			Now he lived in Italy. And he was no longer alone. He had Connie.

			Connie . . .

			Just the thought of her made him smile. He’d met her by fluke while on the run. Wounded, desperate, he reached a London hospital with the intention of stealing medical supplies. Instead, he found her. A nurse, she had helped him recover, given him shelter.

			Why, was a question he’d asked her more than once. She’d had nothing to gain by taking an injured stranger into her home. ‘Because I’m a nurse, and it’s my job to help people,’ was her stock answer. But she had once given him a more personal reason. Waifs and strays, as she put it. As a child, she had often brought home lost or hurt animals. Selfless caring was ingrained in her. She was a healer, kind and gentle, compassionate, open.

			The diametric opposite of the man Alex Reeve had once been. Yet now they were together. And he couldn’t imagine being without her.

			He heard the car outside and went to meet her. The heat of late summer swaddled him as he left the apartment. Rolling green and yellow hills spread to the horizon all around. The Villa di Luna, a farmhouse converted into holiday flats, was in western Umbria. In the four months they had been here, Reeve had never stopped admiring his surroundings. He’d grown up in an impoverished part of Manchester. Beauty was hard to find there. Yet here, it was inescapable.

			Feeling the sun on his face, he descended the slope at the building’s side. Their old Fiat Panda stopped on the gravel drive behind it. The boxy little car was dented, green paint faded. Reeve had chosen it for several reasons, though. Both model and colour were common in rural Italy; it was anonymous. It was cheap to run, reliable enough, and easy to maintain with basic tools. And it had four-wheel drive. Many local roads, whatever online maps claimed, were little more than farm tracks. Even the relatively well-maintained route past the villa was unsurfaced. Approaching vehicles announced themselves with dusty rooster-tails long before becoming visible.

			Connie smiled at him as she got out. ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Good day?’

			‘Pretty good,’ she replied. ‘I’m glad to be back, though. A lot of running around today.’ Her qualifications had found her work at a nursing home. The job in turn had helped her hugely improve her Italian.

			‘Well, you can relax now. I’ve made pansotti for dinner. And there’s still a bottle of wine in the fridge.’

			She wrapped her arms around his waist. Summer in Italy had been good for her. She was tanned, long brown hair lightened by the sun. ‘Aren’t you just the perfect man?’

			‘I try.’ They kissed. ‘Let’s go in.’

			They headed back up around the farmhouse. As they reached their apartment, the door of another opened. ‘Oh hi, there you are,’ said Gina Trentini, in Italian. Their landlady owned the villa. She and her late husband had renovated and divided it into flats. It was currently in a rare lull, the three people the only residents. Reeve and Connie were in the smallest flat. In exchange for a reduced cash rent, Reeve acted as handyman. Manual labour in summer had been hard work, but he’d found it surprisingly engaging.

			‘Hi, Gina,’ Connie answered. ‘How are you?’

			‘Good, thank you. And you? How was work? It’s definitely helping you improve your Italian.’

			‘Yes, it’s much better than when I first arrived. I only had to repeat myself once today.’

			‘You’ll get there. Your Italian is far better than my English!’ Gina turned to Reeve. ‘Angelo, I’m buying the bricks for the new wall tomorrow morning. Can you help me with them?’

			Reeve glanced towards his most recent handiwork. He’d laid flagstones for a sun porch. Making room for it had required him to dig out part of a sloping lawn. The exposed bare earth needed to be bricked in before the autumn rains arrived. ‘Yeah, of course,’ he replied. ‘What time do you want to go?’ He was fluent in Italian, one of the languages learned during his SC9 training.

			‘The place opens at nine, so eight-thirty?’

			‘That’s fine.’

			‘And could you start building it tomorrow as well?’

			Connie pursed her lips. ‘Oh. I have the day off tomorrow. I was hoping to spend it with him.’

			‘I promised Gina I’d do it,’ Reeve reminded her.

			A faint sigh. ‘You did, didn’t you?’

			‘I won’t be working on it all day,’ he said. ‘All I can do tomorrow is finish the foundation trench, then pour the concrete. Should be done by lunchtime. We’ll still have the afternoon.’

			‘I suppose,’ she said, in English. He could tell she was disappointed.

			‘I’ll make it up to you,’ Gina assured her. ‘I can do more pansotti, if you like the first batch.’

			Connie gave Reeve a quizzical look. ‘I’m sure we will,’ he said. ‘That’d be great, thanks.’

			‘See you tomorrow morning, then. Ciao!’ The Italian returned to her flat.

			Reeve and Connie went to their own. ‘So,’ she said, ‘I thought you made dinner?’

			‘I chopped the onions. That’s the hard part. It counts.’

			‘Yeah, right.’ She gave him a smile, but it was only thin.

			Until he met Connie, Reeve had kept his emotional shields permanently raised. As a result, he wasn’t skilled at reading the feelings of others. But after nine months together, he could tell something was troubling her. ‘What’s wrong? You’re not mad I agreed to help Gina tomorrow, are you?’

			‘No, it’s not that,’ she said. ‘I’m fine. Just a bit . . . homesick.’

			‘You’re homesick?’ The admission surprised him.

			‘One of my residents lived in London in the eighties. We got chatting about it.’ She sat heavily on the sofa. ‘It made me realise how much I missed it.’

			‘I thought you hated your flat.’

			‘I don’t mean the flat, Alex. I mean London, in general. England. I was born there, I grew up there. I might have an Italian passport now, but it still feels like a foreign country.’ Connie’s mother had been Italian, granting her dual nationality. ‘I don’t know the politics, the social quirks, the . . . backstory. I don’t have much common ground when I’m talking to people. I miss that.’

			‘You want to go back to London?’

			She shook her head. ‘Not really. But I feel . . . cut off, if that makes sense?’

			‘We are a bit isolated out here.’ The nearest town was Castiglione del Lago, almost ten kilometres away.

			‘Yeah. And I’m a city girl! I love it here, it’s beautiful. But I feel like I’m missing out on things I used to take for granted.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Silly stuff. Going out to a club. Music, meeting friends, bitching about politics. Just . . . gossip, you know? Finding out what’s going on.’

			‘Right.’ Reeve nodded in what he hoped seemed like understanding agreement. He didn’t miss the social banalities at all.

			She saw right through him, he realised. But she didn’t hold it against him, or try to score points. ‘I know, that’s not your thing,’ Connie said instead. ‘It’d just be nice to do something a bit more lively.’

			‘We could go to Venice,’ he suggested. ‘We’ve been talking about it for ages. We should actually do it.’

			The idea visibly perked her up. ‘Really?’

			‘It’s, what, four hundred kilometres away? We could drive there in a morning. Or get the train. There must be a connection to Venice from Florence.’

			‘There is. I looked it up a while ago.’

			‘You did?’

			She gave him a small, sly smile. ‘Might have looked up places to visit as well.’

			‘Advance recon, eh? You’ve learned something from me.’

			A flicker of emotion in her eyes, quickly covered. He had turned his back on SC9, but she still knew its purpose. ‘Just basic Girl Guides stuff,’ she said. ‘Be prepared.’

			‘I always am.’ Both their gazes went to something near the front door: the ‘bug-out bag’. It contained everything they might need if they had to leave in a hurry. The pack had been their constant companion for nine months. The first five, travelling through France and Italy, it had rarely left Reeve’s side. He’d gradually relaxed as it became clear SC9’s Operatives weren’t right behind them. Lately, he’d even started going out without it. Was he getting lax – or just feeling secure? He’d chided himself over it, but . . .

			Well, he did feel secure. He’d successfully evaded his pursuers for almost eighteen months. And the last person he’d seen from SC9 had let him go. As thanks for stopping Parker, Reeve’s former mentor Tony Maxwell gave him a head start. Only three minutes, but that was enough to disappear into London.

			After that, he recovered, regrouped, re-equipped. He’d already acquired money from a drug dealer stupid enough to tangle with him. That let him buy new identities. He’d burned one of them to leave the country; it was too risky to use again. But he had others in the bag, if needed.

			Which hopefully they now wouldn’t be. Eighteen months. SC9 hadn’t caught him in that time, with almost limitless resources. The agency could call upon all of British Intelligence – MI5, MI6, GCHQ and more. If they hadn’t found him by now, they probably never would. As long as he kept his head down.

			Reeve certainly wasn’t planning to raise it. His new life made him happy. Connie made him happy.

			And he wanted to make her happy in return. ‘Maybe we could go next week,’ he said. ‘If you can take a few days off?’

			‘I’m sure I can,’ Connie replied. ‘Okay, then. It’s set. We’re going to Venice!’ Her smile returned, wider. ‘I’ll check for hotels after dinner.’

			‘Nothing too fancy,’ he jokingly cautioned. ‘We don’t want to blow all our money.’

			‘Aw. I had my heart set on the penthouse at the Gritti Palace.’

			Reeve laughed, then started to cook dinner.
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