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For Heather


“It's hard to go through life without killing someone.”

— Richard Ford, Canada


PRAISE FOR JOHN BROWNLOW


‘A fantastic and thrilling new entry into the modern-day spy genre’

Rawson Marshall Thurber, director of Dodgeball

‘Reads like a winning Amazon Prime Thriller pitch . . . utterly gripping from get-go’

Irish Independent

‘Agent Seventeen reinvents the hitman novel. It’s a cinematic rollercoaster, full of authentic emotion and high-octane action. The tension explodes off the pages; John Brownlow is a master of suspense’

Jeff Abbott, New York Times bestselling author of Traitor’s Dance

‘A roller-coaster ride of high-octane action that builds to an explosive finale’ 

Sunday Express

‘A slick, clever, edge-of-the-seat thriller’

Crime Review

‘This is a fresh adrenaline-charged, and snarkily funny spy thriller with an explosive climax’

The Peterborough Telegraph

‘The pace never falters a single inch in this high octane, breathless thriller. Lean, mean and thoroughly enjoyable’ 

Crime Time

‘The book takes off like a rocket . . . Brownlow is an accomplished screenwriter, and it shows’

The Financial Times

‘Probably the most action-packed spy thriller that fans will read this year, with short chapters where conspiracies unfold at the rate of a particularly sharp shooting pistol dispensing bullets’

Irish Examiner
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1

I am waiting for someone to kill me.

Tonight would be a good night for it. There was a breeze ­earlier, but the air’s almost still now, just a lazy sway in the tops of the trees, nothing that could divert a bullet from its path. The moon is almost full, high enough in the sky for a sniper to slip into position with ease, but not so high that I would be likely to see them. A month ago I’d have been invisible from the knob of the hill opposite, but the leaves have begun to colour and drop, and now the forest canopy provides a clear shot from a mile or more.

The house isn’t mine. It belonged to Sixteen, my predecessor, sixteenth in a lineage of professional killers stretching back to the Romanovs. Some started as spies, others as traitors, ­saboteurs, idealists, policemen and in one case an orphan plucked from the streets of St Petersburg. But all of them ended the same way: elbow-deep in the blood of their fellow men and, sooner or later, their own.

The bearings on which the world turns need grease. We are the grease. We’re flies who gorge on and dispose of the world’s shit, maggots who clean out its festering wounds. We’re the safety valve that stops the boiler exploding, the control rods that prevent another Chernobyl. We’re little Dutch boys with our trigger fingers stuffed in the dyke of history.

Or some crap like that anyway.

A number is a vanity plate awarded by acclamation of your peers. It’s like being voted Prom Queen or ­Advertising ­Executive of the Year (Southern Region), only for killing. In the old days we worked alone, on the tip of a hat or the touch of a nose, rewarded with diamonds sewn into the hems of jackets, suitcases full of used notes, bearer bonds, or that hoary old standby, a numbered account in Zurich. Now? Crypto, wash trades of non-fungible tokens, bogus real-­estate ­transactions, offshore corporations, and the services of ­professional money launderers.

We also take cash.

Killers like us are the tip of an iceberg of death and betrayal, a perverse riff on the Hollywood star system with its moguls and day-players and marquee names. Top billing brings a hefty payday, but you’re only as good as your last job, and there’s always some starry-eyed motherfucker clawing their way up towards you on the greasy pole with plans to retire you permanently.

One through Fifteen were all dead by the time I was born. None of them expired in their sleep, or expected to. Sixteen’s dead now, too. I didn’t kill him, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. Once he was dead, I took his place, his routines, his identity.

He was Sixteen.

I am Seventeen.

Somewhere out there is someone who means to become Assassin Eighteen .

The road they must travel passes directly through me.

I wish they would hurry up.
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Officially, I’m retired, at the grand old age of a lot younger than you think. I have no handler, no infrastructure, no protection, no access to the kinds of jobs I used to do, nor any desire to do them.

The old me burned so bright you had to look away. For the best part of a decade he criss-crossed the world with a Welrod VP9 packed into a shoulder holster. It’s comforting, solid, Hollywood-quiet thock was heard – or rather, wasn’t – on all six continents, and beyond the Arctic ­circle. But that version of Seventeen killed too many people for reasons he didn’t understand. He used to say that the first time you kill someone, you kill your old self. You’re no longer that person. 

He was half right.

Yes, you kill yourself, but not all at once. You annihilate yourself by attrition, until there’s nothing left except The Thing That Kills. You’re a hunter, tracking prey across a ­frozen lake, ice thinning as you follow tracks into the rising mist. Then behind you, there’s a crack, and you turn to see a fissure in the surface rushing towards you. You run, but every step takes you further from shore until the ice finally splits beneath your feet and plunges you into the darkness.

That’s where I am now.

The darkness.

I have no digital footprint.

No internet.

No cellphone.

No credit cards.

No Netflix.

No porn, except for a dog-eared pile of Shiny Housewives I found in Sixteen’s basement.

I’ve listened to all his records.

I’ve watched all his DVDs.

I’ve tried drinking.

I’ve tried not drinking.

I’ve taken up smoking just so I can give it up.

I’ve grown roses.

I’ve grown zucchini.

I fucking hate zucchini.

I’m nothing.

I’m less than nothing.

A handful of dust. A cipher.

A negative number.

I am the square root of negative fuck all.

The house is sited for defence, an isolated split-level mid-­century ranch-style perched on top of a hill, looking down onto the stub of a zero-horse town below. On the far side of the road that meanders down to the gas station, a forest rises up to overlook the big picture windows that stare out over the valley. The eight-foot electrified steel fence surrounding the property, along with buried vibration sensors and armoured steel doors, means any kind of frontal assault would be ­suicidal. The forest is clearcut a hundred feet back at every kink in the road as it descends, making an attempt at an ambush equally foolhardy. All of which leaves exactly one possibility: a thousand-­yard shot from the knob of the hill opposite.

Tricky, but by no means impossible, especially with the light blazing in the wood-panelled room behind me, carefully positioned to ensure I form a perfect silhouette.

My social circle isn’t a circle. It’s a dot, consisting of one person: Barb, who runs the ramshackle motel on the single road out of town. There used to be two, but the girl with green eyes left six months ago and is never likely to return. I don’t have the stomach to say much more, except that she’s better off without. Whether the reverse is true is a matter for long nights of staring at the bottle. But she’s gone, and our paths are never likely to intersect again.

I still have cable, and I pick up The New York Times and The Washington Post a couple of times a week. But what I read tells me the world of espionage has changed, moved online. ­Cryptography, ransomware, chained zero-day malware attacks, bulk collection, keyword analysis, AI pattern recognition, auto­nomous weapons, remote sensing, side-channel exploits.

I understand the words, know what these things are, but I have no interest in them.

Mine is the world of flesh and blood, and more blood. Of handshakes and hard drinking and bullets in backs. Hotel rooms wired for sound. Silenced weapons and lean muscles and fast cars. Explosions and flesh wounds, zip-tied wrists and beatings in alleyways. False passports and cover stories, blackmail and drunken illicit loveless sex. Nights in police cells, interrogations, escapes. Dead drops and suitcases full of cash. Billionaires and plots, shadowy cabals, private yachts and islands. Dictators in cross-hairs, impossible shots, and falls from high places.

Maybe the world I belong to no longer exists.

Maybe there’s no longer a place for someone like me.

Maybe that’s a good thing.

Before he died, Sixteen told me why he’d barricaded himself in this shag-piled hermitage. He was afraid, not of some swaggering young pretender coming to snatch his crown, but of the ghosts, the shades of his victims who gathered at his bedside at night to torment him. He kept a pistol in a drawer in the kitchen, a single round chambered, in case the clamour of the spooks ever got too loud.

I’ve ghosts of my own now, too many to count, and sometimes in the silence of the early hours, I too hear them whispering. Once in a while I open the drawer and stare at the revolver, or pick it up and feel the weight of it in my hand. There have been times I’ve put it to my head to imagine what it would feel like to simply not exist any more, and how, if at all, that would be different from how I live now.

 But then I slip the safety back on and replace it in the drawer.

Because I don’t mind dying. Just not like that.

I don’t miss it, the life.

I miss it like hell.

But I’m done with killing for no reason. That road only ever arcs back to here, to the four walls of a dead man’s house, where my only companions are vengeful spirits and a loaded revolver in a drawer.

What I need is a purpose. A cause.

And so for a hundred and seventy-four nights in a row, I’ve stood at the tall picture window with the light blazing behind me, resting my head against the glass, feeling the cool of it on my forehead, holding my breath a minute at a time as if by sheer force of will I could summon a bullet out of the darkness that would call me back to life.

I’m about to turn away for the hundred and seventy-fifth time when I see the muzzle flash.
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From the top of the hill opposite to the window is a thousand yards. A high-velocity round leaves the muzzle at around two thousand miles per hour, which makes the flight time around a second. Average human reaction time to a visual stimulus is a quarter of that. All of which means I have ample time to literally dodge the bullet.

But I don’t.

Because I’ve made a pact with the universe, kismet, fate, whatever you want to call it.

If the bullet finds its target, fine. Whoever pulls the ­trigger will become Assassin Eighteen  and wear the number like flair on a ­server’s uniform – SMILE if you like HEADSHOTS!!! Mine will be hung up to fade, the jersey of a forgotten hotshot ­fluttering from the rafters of an empty arena.

But if the universe lets me live, it will release me from the darkness.

It will mean I still have a place in the world.

And as a result, I will practise not security-by-obscurity, but security-by-being-totally-fucking-out-there. I will drive and most likely wreck monstrously overpowered supercars. I will travel to far-off lands, and perform unlikely stunts of parkour under fire from automatic weapons, eluding the forces of the world’s deadliest nation-state intelligence agencies.

I will, on occasion, save the world.

There’s just one problem.

The shot is fucking perfect.

The bullet hits me squarely between the eyes.
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I am dead.

The end.
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My vision swims, then slides into focus. Apparently, whatever circle of hell I’ve been dispatched to has popcorn ceilings and a fan that wobbles in exactly the same rhythm as the one in ­Sixteen’s house. Frankly, I was expecting more from the afterlife.

Either that, or I’m not dead after all.

There’s no bullet hole in the window, just a spidering ­crater on the other side. According to the invoice I found in the basement, the windows are Level 7 bullet-resistant glass-clad polycarbonate, rated to stop five hits from a NATO round.

A professional sniper, some wannabe Assassin Eighteen , would have accounted for all of this. They’d have used a .50, a shell that can pierce steel plate armour or six inches of ballistic glass. And they’d have aimed for the body, a guaranteed kill since the shockwave from a bullet that size will turn your viscera into dog food.

But what hit me was smaller, and a headshot. The glass stopped the bullet, and transferred all its kinetic energy to me, like a hammer to the face.

I put my hand to my mouth. It comes away with blood, and a tooth.

I stumble to my feet, still dizzy from the blow, and kill the lights.

Whoever pulled the trigger just gave me my life back.

When I find them, I’m going to thank them, then I’m going to kill them.

Just not in that order.
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I roar out of the basement on a 4x4, FLIR goggles perched on my head, a Sig Sauer across my back. The shooter must have seen the window shatter, then watched me struggle up. But they didn’t try a second shot, so either they chose to retreat or, more likely, figured I would respond by attacking, and needed time to prepare for an open battle.

From the top of the hill there’s only one obvious bail route, a rutted forest track that empties onto the highway twelve minutes away. If he goes that way he’ll likely escape, and I’ll be forced to track him down like a dog, but if his intention is to become Assassin Eighteen , he has no choice but to stand his ground and fight to the death.

He, his, him. Why do I think it’s a man?

It’s not like there aren’t women in the profession, but the first amongst them, Bernier, is dead now, chainsawed most of the way in half a year ago by the girl with green eyes, an act which she refused to allow to define her. The second, ­Osterman’s girl, Kovacs, forced me to put a bullet in her in a hotel room in Berlin, with her musk still clinging to my skin. And the third, most dangerous of all to me in every way, has been silent now for almost a decade.

I circle round to where the bush drops down into a hollow hidden from the top of the hill. He’ll track me by the engine noise, but this way I’ll both remain out of view, and deny him the escape route to the road. Less than a minute later I make the swale, and ditch the ATV.

I pull down the goggles and move silently through the trees. With a year to prepare for this, I know the forest like the contours of my own face. Still hidden by the ridge, I spiral up towards the knob of the hill, using a hidden trail I cleared of brush to keep my footfalls silent.

Every few seconds, I stop and listen. There should be only silence, the forest ambience, and if I’m lucky the snap of a branch or twig under a tactical boot.

But that’s not what I hear.

It’s breathing. Fast. Panting, almost. And something else. The rustle of leaves under feet. Did whoever it is team up? If so, why are they moving like amateurs? But these aren’t the noises of men in tactical gear. They’re lighter. Much lighter.

I crest the ridge, silent and cautious. Nothing on the ­goggles. I pull them off to get a better all-round view. And ahead of me something glints in the moonlight.

It’s a sniper rifle, a Sako TRG 42. Finnish, high quality. In other circumstances a fine choice. But the Sako is chambered for a .300, and its effective range is maybe 1100 yards. The house was already at the edge of its envelope, and once you factor in the near certainty my windows were ballistic glass, the chances of a kill with it were essentially nil.

There’s only one reason anyone skilled enough to find me and brave enough to pull the trigger would use a weapon like this: because the shot was a feint, designed to draw me out.

Well, here I am. So why hasn’t he made his move?

The breathing is all around.

It’s starting to creep me out.

I pull the goggles back on. Nothing.

And then I see it.

A flash of light. A glow.

Body heat.

Just not a human body.
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