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Dedication

For the officers of the United States Capitol Police and Washington’s Metropolitan Police Department who defended our democracy on 

January 6, 2021

And, as always, for my wife, Jamie, and my children, Lily and Nicholas




Epigraph

Kleptocracy (klepˈtäkrəsē) A ruling body or order of thieves.

—THE OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY

In Russia power is wealth, and wealth is power.

—ANDERS ÅSLUND, RUSSIA’S CRONY CAPITALISM
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MODERATO
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JERMYN STREET, ST. JAMES’S

SARAH BANCROFT ENVIED THOSE FORTUNATE souls who believed they controlled their own destinies. For them, life was no more complicated than riding the Underground. Insert your ticket at the fare gate, get off at the correct stop—Charing Cross rather than Leicester Square. Sarah had never subscribed to such drivel. Yes, one could prepare, one could strive, one could make choices, but ultimately life was an elaborate game of providence and probability. Regrettably, in matters of both work and love, she had displayed an uncanny lack of timing. She was either one step too fast or one too slow. She had missed many trains. Several times she had boarded the wrong one, nearly always with disastrous results.

Her latest career move appeared to fit this star-crossed pattern. Having established herself as one of the most prominent museum curators in New York, she had elected to relocate to London to take over day-to-day management of Isherwood Fine Arts, purveyors of quality Italian and Dutch Old Master paintings since 1968. True to form, her arrival was followed in short order by the outbreak of a deadly pandemic. Even the art world, which catered to the whims of the global superrich, was not immune to the contagion’s ravages. Almost overnight, the gallery’s business slipped into something approximating cardiac arrest. If the phone rang at all, it was usually a buyer or his representative calling to back out of a sale. Not since the West End musical version of Desperately Seeking Susan, declared Sarah’s acerbic mother, had London witnessed a less auspicious debut.

Isherwood Fine Arts had seen troubled times before—wars, terrorist attacks, oil shocks, market meltdowns, disastrous love affairs—and yet somehow it had always managed to weather the storm. Sarah had worked at the gallery briefly fifteen years earlier while serving as a clandestine asset of the Central Intelligence Agency. The operation had been a joint US-Israeli enterprise, run by the legendary Gabriel Allon. With the help of a lost Van Gogh, he had inserted Sarah into the entourage of a Saudi billionaire named Zizi al-Bakari and ordered her to find the terrorist mastermind lurking within it. Her life had never been the same since.

When the operation was over, she spent several months recuperating at an Agency safe house in the horse country of Northern Virginia. Afterward, she worked at the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center at Langley. She also took part in several joint American-Israeli operations, all at Gabriel’s behest. British intelligence was well aware of Sarah’s past, and of her presence in London—hardly surprising, for she was currently sharing a bed with an MI6 officer named Christopher Keller. Ordinarily, a relationship such as theirs was strictly forbidden, but in Sarah’s case an exception had been made. Graham Seymour, the director-general of MI6, was a personal friend, as was Prime Minister Jonathan Lancaster. Indeed, not long after her arrival in London, Sarah and Christopher had dined privately at Number Ten.

With the exception of Julian Isherwood, owner of the enchanted gallery that bore his name, the denizens of London’s art world knew none of this. As far as Sarah’s colleagues and competitors were concerned, she was the beautiful and brilliant American art historian who had briefly brightened their world one dreary winter long ago, only to throw them over for the likes of Zizi al-Bakari, may he rest in peace. And now, after a tumultuous journey through the secret world, she had returned, thus proving her point about providence and probability. At long last, Sarah had caught the right train.

London had welcomed her with open arms and with few questions asked. She scarcely had time to put her affairs in order before the virus invaded. She contracted the bug in early March at the European Fine Art Fair in Maastricht and had promptly infected both Julian and Christopher. Julian spent a dreadful fortnight at University College Hospital. Sarah was spared the worst of the virus’s symptoms but endured a month of fever, fatigue, headache, and shortness of breath that seized her each time she crawled from her bed. Not surprisingly, Christopher escaped unscathed and asymptomatic. Sarah punished him by forcing him to wait on her hand and foot. Somehow their relationship survived.

In June, London awakened from the lockdown. After thrice testing negative for the virus, Christopher returned to duty at Vauxhall Cross, but Sarah and Julian waited until Midsummer Day before reopening the gallery. It was located in a tranquil quadrangle of paving stones and commerce known as Mason’s Yard, between the offices of a minor Greek shipping company and a pub that in the innocent days before the plague had been frequented by pretty office girls who rode motor scooters. On the uppermost floor was a glorious exhibition room modeled on Paul Rosenberg’s famous gallery in Paris, where Julian had spent many happy hours as a child. He and Sarah shared a large office on the second floor with Ella, the attractive but useless receptionist. During their first week back in business, the phone rang just three times. Ella allowed all three calls to go to voice mail. Sarah informed her that her services, such as they were, were no longer necessary.

There was no point in hiring a replacement. The experts were warning of a vicious second wave when the weather turned cold, and London’s shopkeepers had been advised to expect more government-mandated lockdowns. The last thing Sarah needed was another mouth to feed. She resolved not to let the summer go to waste. She would sell a painting, any painting, even if it killed her.

She found one, quite by accident, while taking inventory of the catastrophically large number of unsold works in Julian’s bulging storerooms: The Lute Player, oil on canvas, 152 by 134 centimeters, perhaps early Baroque, quite damaged and dirty. The original receipt and shipping records were still lodged in Julian’s archives, along with a yellowed copy of the provenance. The earliest known owner was a Count So-and-So from Bologna, who in 1698 sold it to Prince Such-and-Such of Liechtenstein, who in turn sold it to Baron What’s-His-Name of Vienna, where it remained until 1962, when it was acquired by a dealer in Rome, who eventually unloaded it onto Julian. The painting had been attributed variously to the Italian School, a follower of Caravaggio, and, more promisingly, to the circle of Orazio Gentileschi. Sarah had a hunch. She showed the work to the learned Niles Dunham of the National Gallery during the three-hour period Julian reserved daily for his luncheon. Niles tentatively accepted Sarah’s attribution, pending additional technical examination utilizing X-radiography and infrared reflectography. He then offered to take the painting off Sarah’s hands for eight hundred thousand pounds. 

“It’s worth five million, if not more.”

“Not during the Black Death.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Typically, a newly discovered work by a major artist would be brought to market with great fanfare, especially if the artist had seen a recent surge in popularity owing to her tragic personal story. But given the current volatility of the market—not to mention the fact that the newly discovered painting had been discovered in his own gallery—Julian decided a private sale was in order. He rang several of his most reliable customers and received not so much as a nibble. At which point Sarah quietly contacted a billionaire collector who was a friend of a friend. He expressed interest, and after several socially distant meetings at his London residence they arrived at a satisfactory price. Sarah requested a down payment of one million pounds, in part to cover the cost of the restoration, which would be extensive. The collector asked her to come to his dwelling at eight that evening to take delivery of the check.

All of which went some way to explaining why Sarah Bancroft, on a wet Wednesday evening in late July, was seated at a corner table in the bar of Wilton’s Restaurant in Jermyn Street. The mood in the room was uncertain, the smiles forced, the laughter uproarious but somehow false. Julian was tilted against the end of the bar. With his Savile Row suit and plentiful gray locks, he cut a rather elegant if dubious figure, a look he described as dignified depravity. He was peering into his Sancerre and pretending to listen to something that Jeremy Crabbe, the director of the Old Master department at Bonhams, was murmuring excitedly into his ear. Amelia March of ARTNews was eavesdropping on a conversation between Simon Mendenhall, the mannequin-like chief auctioneer from Christie’s, and Nicky Lovegrove, art adviser to the criminally rich. Roddy Hutchinson, widely regarded as the most unscrupulous dealer in all of London, was tugging at the sleeve of tubby Oliver Dimbleby. But Oliver seemed not to notice, for he was pawing at the impossibly beautiful former fashion model who now owned a successful modern art gallery in King Street. On her way out the door, she blew Sarah a decorous kiss with those perfect crimson lips of hers. Sarah sipped her three-olive martini and whispered, “Bitch.”

“I heard that!” Fortunately, it was only Oliver. Encased in a form-fitting gray suit, he floated toward Sarah’s table like a barrage balloon and sat down. “What have you got against the lovely Miss Watson?”

“Her eyes. Her cheekbones. Her hair. Her boobs.” Sarah sighed. “Shall I go on?”

Oliver waved his pudgy little hand dismissively. “You’re much prettier than she is, Sarah. I’ll never forget the first time I saw you walking across Mason’s Yard. Nearly stopped my heart. If memory serves, I made quite a fool of myself back then.”

“You asked me to marry you. Several times, in fact.”

“My offer still stands.”

“I’m flattered, Ollie. But I’m afraid it’s out of the question.”

“Am I too old?”

“Not at all.”

“Too fat?”

She pinched his pinkish cheek. “Just right, actually.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“I’m involved.”

“In what?”

“A relationship.”

He seemed unfamiliar with the word. Oliver’s romantic entanglements rarely lasted more than a night or two. “Are you talking about that bloke who drives the flashy Bentley?”

Sarah sipped her drink.

“What’s his name, this boyfriend of yours?”

“Peter Marlowe.”

“Sounds made up.”

With good reason, thought Sarah.

“What’s he do for a living?” blurted Oliver.

“Can you keep a secret?”

“My darling Sarah, I have more dirty secrets stored inside my head than MI5 and MI6 combined.”

She leaned across the table. “He’s a professional assassin.”

“Really? Interesting work, is it?”

Sarah smiled. It wasn’t true, of course. It had been several years since Christopher worked as a contract killer.

“Is he the reason you came back to London?” probed Oliver.

“One of the reasons. The truth is, I missed you all terribly. Even you, Oliver.” She checked the time on her phone. “Oh, hell! Will you be a love and pay for my drink? I’m late.”

“For what?”

“Behave, Ollie.”

“Why on earth would I want to do that? It’s so bloody boring.”

Sarah rose and, winking at Julian, went into Jermyn Street. The rain was suddenly coming down in torrents, but a taxi soon came to her rescue. She waited until she was safely inside before giving the driver the address of her destination.

“Cheyne Walk, please. Number forty-three.”
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CHEYNE WALK, CHELSEA

LIKE SARAH BANCROFT, VIKTOR ORLOV believed that life was a journey best taken without aid of a map. Raised in an unheated Moscow apartment shared by three families, he became a billionaire many times over through a combination of luck, determination, and ruthless tactics that even his apologists described as unscrupulous, if not criminal. Orlov made no secret of the fact that he was a predator and a robber baron. Indeed, he wore those labels proudly. “Had I been born an Englishman, my money might have come to me cleanly,” he dismissively told a British interviewer after taking up residence in London. “But I was born a Russian. And I earned a Russian fortune.”

In point of fact, Viktor Orlov was born a citizen not of Russia but of the Soviet Union. A brilliant mathematician, he attended the prestigious Leningrad Institute of Precision Mechanics and Optics and then disappeared into the Soviet nuclear weapons program, where he designed multiwarhead intercontinental ballistic missiles. Later, when asked why he had joined the Communist Party, he admitted it was for reasons of career advancement only. “I suppose I could have become a dissident,” he added, “but the gulag never seemed like a terribly appealing place to me.”

As a member of the pampered elite, Orlov witnessed the decay of the Soviet system from the inside and knew it was only a matter of time before the empire collapsed. When the end finally came, he renounced his membership in the Communist Party and vowed to become rich. Within a few years he had earned a sizable fortune importing computers and other Western goods for the nascent Russian market. He then used that fortune to acquire Russia’s largest state-owned steel company and Ruzoil, the Siberian oil giant. Before long, Orlov was the richest man in Russia.

But in post-Soviet Russia, a land with no rule of law, Orlov’s fortune made him a marked man. He survived at least three attempts on his life and was rumored to have ordered several men killed in retaliation. But the greatest threat to Orlov would come from the man who succeeded Boris Yeltsin as president. He believed that Viktor Orlov and the other oligarchs had stolen the country’s most valuable assets, and it was his intention to steal them back. After settling into the Kremlin, the new president summoned Orlov and demanded two things: his steel company and Ruzoil. “And keep your nose out of politics,” he added ominously. “Otherwise, I’ll cut it off.”

Orlov agreed to relinquish his steel interests, but not Ruzoil. The president was not amused. He immediately ordered prosecutors to open a fraud-and-bribery investigation, and within a week they had issued a warrant for Orlov’s arrest. He wisely fled to London, where he became one of the Russian president’s most vocal critics. For several years, Ruzoil remained legally icebound, beyond the reach of both Orlov and the new masters of the Kremlin. Orlov finally agreed to surrender the company in exchange for three Israeli intelligence agents held captive in Russia. One of the agents was Gabriel Allon.

For his generosity, Orlov received a British passport and a private meeting with the Queen at Buckingham Palace. He then embarked on an ambitious effort to rebuild his lost fortune, this time under the watchful eye of British regulatory officials, who monitored his every trade and investment. His empire now included such venerable London newspapers as the Independent, the Evening Standard, and the Financial Journal. He had also acquired a controlling interest in the Russian investigative weekly Moskovskaya Gazeta. With Orlov’s financial support, the magazine was once again Russia’s most prominent independent news organization and a thorn in the side of the men in the Kremlin.

As a consequence, Orlov lived each day with the knowledge that the formidable intelligence services of the Russian Federation were plotting to kill him. His new Mercedes-Maybach limousine was equipped with security features normally reserved for the state cars of presidents and prime ministers, and his home in Chelsea’s historic Cheyne Walk was one of the most heavily defended in London. A black Range Rover idled curbside, headlamps doused. Inside were four bodyguards, all former commandos from the elite Special Air Service employed by a discreet private security firm based in Mayfair. The one behind the wheel raised a hand in acknowledgment as Sarah alighted from the back of the taxi. Evidently, she was expected.

Number 43 was tall and narrow and covered in wisteria. Like its neighbors, it was set back from the street, behind a wrought-iron fence. Sarah hurried up the garden walk beneath the meager shelter offered by her compact umbrella. The bell push produced a resonant tolling within, but no response. Sarah pressed the button a second time, with the same result.

Typically, a maid would have answered the door. But Viktor, a notorious germophobe even before the pandemic, had slashed the hours of his household staff to reduce his odds of contracting the virus. A lifelong bachelor, he spent most evenings in his study on the third floor, sometimes alone, often with inappropriately young female company. The curtains were aglow with lamplight. Sarah reckoned he was on a call. At least, she hoped he was.

She rang the bell a third time and, receiving no answer, laid her forefinger on the biometric reader next to the door. Viktor had added her fingerprint to the system, no doubt with the hope their relationship might continue after the sale of the painting was complete. An electronic chirp informed Sarah that the scan had been accepted. She entered her personal passcode—it was identical to the one she used at the gallery—and the deadbolts snapped open at once.

She lowered her umbrella, twisted the doorknob, and went inside. The silence was absolute. She called Viktor’s name but there was no reply. Crossing the entrance hall, she mounted the grand staircase and climbed to the third floor. The door of Viktor’s study was ajar. She knocked. No answer.

Calling Viktor’s name, she entered the room. It was an exact replica of the Queen’s private study in her apartment at Buckingham Palace—all except for the high-definition video wall that flickered with financial newscasts and market data from around the world. Viktor was seated behind his desk, his face tilted toward the ceiling, as though he were deep in thought.

When Sarah approached the desk, he made no movement. Before him was the receiver from his landline telephone, a half-drunk glass of red wine, and a stack of documents. His mouth and chin were covered in white foam, and there was vomit on the front of his striped dress shirt. Sarah saw no evidence of respiration.

“Oh, Viktor. Dear God.”

While at the CIA, Sarah had worked cases involving weapons of mass destruction. She recognized the symptoms. Viktor had been exposed to a nerve agent.

In all likelihood, so had Sarah.

She rushed from the room, her hand to her mouth, and hurried down the staircase. The wrought-iron gate, the bell push, the biometric scanner, the keypad: any one of them could have been contaminated. Nerve agents were extremely fast acting. She would know in a minute or two.

Sarah touched one final surface, the knob on Viktor’s leaden front door. Outside, she lifted her face to the falling rain and waited for the first telltale rush of nausea. One of the bodyguards clambered from the Range Rover, but Sarah warned him to approach no closer. Then she dug her phone from her handbag and dialed a number from her preferred contacts. The call went straight to voice mail. As usual, she thought, her lack of timing was impeccable.

“Forgive me, my love,” she said calmly. “But I’m afraid I might be dying.”




3

LONDON

AMONG THE MANY UNANSWERED QUESTIONS surrounding the events of that evening was the identity of the man who telephoned the emergency line of the Metropolitan Police. An automatic recording of the call revealed that he spoke English with a heavy French accent. Linguistics experts would later determine he was in all likelihood a southerner, though one suggested he was probably from the island of Corsica. When asked to state his name, he abruptly severed the connection. The number of his mobile device, which left no metadata in its wake, could never be established.

The first units arrived at the scene—43 Cheyne Walk in Chelsea, one of London’s poshest addresses—just four minutes later. There they were greeted by a most remarkable sight. A woman was standing on the walkway of the elegant brick town house, a few paces from the open front door. In her right hand was a mobile phone. With her left she was furiously scrubbing her face, which was lifted toward the drenching rain. Four sturdily built men in dark suits were observing her from the opposite side of the wrought-iron fence, as though she were a madwoman.

When one of the officers tried to approach her, she shouted at him to stop. She then explained that the owner of the home, the Russian-born financier and publisher Viktor Orlov, had been murdered with a nerve agent, quite probably of Russian origin. The woman was convinced she had been exposed to the toxin as well, hence her appearance and behavior. Her accent was American, her command of the lexicon of chemical weaponry was thorough. The officers surmised she had a background in security matters, an opinion reinforced by her refusal to identify herself or explain why she had come to Mr. Orlov’s home that evening.

Seven additional minutes elapsed before the first green-suited CBRN teams entered the home. Upstairs in the study they found the Russian billionaire seated at his desk, pupils contracted, saliva on his chin, vomit on his shirt—all signs of exposure to a nerve agent. Medical personnel made no attempt at resuscitation. It appeared Orlov had been dead for an hour or more, probably as a result of asphyxia or cardiac arrest brought on by a loss of control of the body’s respiratory muscles. Preliminary testing of the room found contamination on the desktop, the stem of the wineglass, and the receiver of the phone. There was no evidence of contamination on any other surface, including the front door, the bell push, or the biometric scanner.

Which suggested to investigators that the nerve agent had been introduced directly into Orlov’s study by an intruder or visitor. The billionaire’s security team told police that he had received two callers that evening, both women. One was the American who discovered the body. The other was a Russian—at least, that was the assumption of the security detail. The woman did not identify herself, and Orlov did not supply them with a name. Neither of which was unusual, they explained. Orlov was secretive by nature, especially when it came to his private life. He greeted the woman warmly at the front door—all smiles and Russian-style kisses—and escorted her upstairs to the study, where he drew the curtains. She stayed for approximately fifteen minutes and saw herself out, also not unusual where Orlov was concerned.

It was approaching ten p.m. when the senior officer at the scene reported his initial findings to New Scotland Yard. The shift supervisor rang Met commissioner Stella McEwan, and McEwan in turn contacted the home secretary, who alerted Downing Street. The call was unnecessary, for Prime Minister Lancaster was already aware of the unfolding crisis; he had been briefed fifteen minutes earlier by Graham Seymour, the director-general of MI6. The prime minister had reacted to the news with justifiable fury. For the second time in just eighteen months, it appeared the Russians had carried out an assassination in the heart of London using a weapon of mass destruction. The two attacks had at least one element in common: the name of the woman who discovered Orlov’s body.

“What in God’s name was she doing in Viktor’s house?”

“An art transaction,” explained Seymour.

“Are we sure that’s all?”

“Prime Minister?”

“She’s not working for Allon again, is she?”

Seymour assured Lancaster she was not.

“Where is she now?”

“St. Thomas’ Hospital.”

“Was she exposed?”

“We’ll know soon enough. In the meantime, it is imperative we keep her name out of the press.”

Because it was a domestic incident, Seymour’s rivals at MI5 assumed primary responsibility for the investigation. They focused their inquiry on the first of Orlov’s two female callers. With the help of London’s CCTV cameras, the Metropolitan Police had already determined that she presented herself at Orlov’s home by taxi at 6:19 p.m. Additional review of CCTV video established that she had boarded the same taxi forty minutes earlier at Heathrow’s Terminal 5, having arrived on a British Airways flight from Zurich. Border Force identified her as Nina Antonova, forty-two years old, a citizen of the Russian Federation residing in Switzerland.

Because the United Kingdom no longer required arriving passengers to fill out paper landing cards, her occupation was not readily apparent. A simple Internet search, however, revealed that a Nina Antonova worked as an investigative reporter for Moskovskaya Gazeta, the anti-Kremlin weekly owned by none other than Viktor Orlov. She had fled Russia in 2014 after surviving an attempt on her life. From her outpost in Zurich, she had exposed numerous examples of corruption involving members of the Russian president’s inner circle. A self-described dissident, she appeared regularly on Swiss television as a commentator on Russian affairs.

It was not the curriculum vitae of a typical Moscow Center assassin. Still, given the Kremlin’s track record, it was hardly out of the question. Certainly, an interview with police was warranted, the sooner the better. According to the CCTV cameras, she left Orlov’s residence at 6:35 p.m. and made her way on foot to the Cadogan Hotel in Sloane Street. Yes, confirmed the desk clerk, a Nina Antonova had checked in earlier that evening. No, she was not presently in her room. She left the hotel at seven fifteen, apparently for a dinner engagement, and had not yet returned.

Hotel security cameras had recorded her departure. Her expression grave, she had ducked into the back of a taxi, which had been summoned by a raincoated valet. The car delivered her not to a restaurant but to Heathrow Airport, where at 9:45 p.m. she boarded a British Airways flight to Amsterdam. A call to her mobile phone—the Met obtained a number from the hotel registration form—went unanswered. At which point, Nina Antonova became the primary suspect in the murder of the Russian-born financier and newspaper publisher Viktor Orlov.

In one final humiliation, it was Samantha Cooke of the rival Telegraph who broke the story of Orlov’s assassination, though her account contained few specifics. Prime Minister Lancaster, during an appearance before reporters outside Number Ten the following morning, confirmed that the billionaire had been killed with an as yet unidentified chemical toxin, almost certainly of Russian manufacture. He made no mention of the documents discovered on Orlov’s desk, or of the two women who had called on him the night of his murder. One appeared to have vanished without a trace. The other was resting comfortably in St. Thomas’ Hospital. For that, if nothing else, the prime minister was profoundly grateful.

SHE WAS SOAKED TO THE skin when she arrived, and shivering with cold. The critical care staff were not told her name or occupation, only her nationality and her approximate age. They removed her sodden clothing, placed it in a crimson biohazard bag, and gave her a gown and mask to wear. Her pupils were responsive, her nasal passages were clear. Her heart rate and respiration were both elevated. Was she nauseated? She wasn’t. Headache? A touch, she admitted, but it was probably the martini she’d drunk earlier that evening. She didn’t say where.

Her condition suggested she had survived exposure to the nerve agent unharmed. Nevertheless, in order to safeguard against the possibility of a delayed onset of symptoms, she was prescribed atropine and pralidoxime chloride, both of which were administered intravenously. The atropine dried her mouth and blurred her vision, but otherwise she had no serious side effects.

After four additional hours of observation, she was wheeled to a room on an upper floor with a view of the Thames. It was nearly four a.m. before she drifted off to sleep. Her thrashing gave the night nurses a scare—muscle twitches were a symptom of nerve agent poisoning—but it was only a nightmare, the poor lamb. Two uniformed Metropolitan Police officers kept watch outside her door, along with a man in a dark suit and a radio earpiece. Later, hospital administration would deny a contagion-like staff rumor that the officer was from the branch of the Met responsible for protecting the royal family and the prime minister.

It was nearly ten a.m. when the woman awoke. After taking a light breakfast of coffee and toast, she was subjected to yet another examination. Pupils responsive, nasal passages clear. Heart rate, respiration, and blood pressure all normal. It appeared, said the doctor, she was out of the proverbial woods.

“Does that mean I can leave?”

“Not yet.”

“When?”

“Late afternoon at the earliest.”

She was clearly disappointed, but she accepted her fate without so much as a word of protest. The nurses did their best to make her comfortable, though all attempts to engage her in conversation beyond the topic of her condition were deftly rebuffed. Oh, she was polite to a fault, but guarded and distant. She spent much of the day watching the television news coverage of the Russian billionaire’s assassination. Apparently, she was involved somehow, but it seemed that Downing Street was determined to keep her role a secret. The staff had been warned not to breathe a word about her to the press.

Shortly after five p.m. she received a call on her room phone. It was Number Ten on the line—the prime minister himself, according to one of the operators, who swore she heard his voice. A few minutes after the conversation ended, a boyish-looking man with the demeanor of a country parson appeared with a change of clothing and a bag of toiletries. He wrote something illegible in the visitors’ logbook and waited with the police officers in the corridor while the woman showered and dressed. After a final examination, which she passed with flying colors, the doctors consented to her release. The boyish-looking man promptly took possession of the form and instructed the senior nurse to delete the woman’s file from the computer system. A moment later, both file and woman were gone.
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ST. THOMAS’ HOSPITAL, LAMBETH

A SILVER BENTLEY CONTINENTAL WAITED OUTSIDE the hospital’s main entrance, the driver leaning indifferently against the hood. He wore a Burberry Camden car coat atop a single-breasted suit by Richard Anderson of Savile Row. His hair was sun-bleached, his eyes were bright blue. Sarah lowered her mask and kissed his mouth, which seemed permanently fixed in an ironic smile.

“Do you really think this is wise?” asked Christopher.

“Very.” She dragged the tip of her forefinger across the notch in his sturdy chin. His skin was taut and dark. The years he had spent living in the mountains of Corsica had left him with the complexion of a Mediterranean. “You look good enough to eat.”

“They didn’t feed you in there?”

“I didn’t have much of an appetite. Not after seeing Viktor like that. But let’s talk about something a bit more pleasant.”

“Like what?”

“All the wicked things I’m going to do to you when we get home.”

Sarah bit his bottom lip and slid into the Bentley’s passenger seat. Shortly after moving to London, she had suggested that Christopher might want to sell the car and purchase something a bit less ostentatious—a Volvo, for example, preferably an estate model. Now, caressed by quilted leather, she wondered how she could have ever been so foolish. One of her favorite standards flowed from the silken audio system. She accompanied Chet Baker as they crossed Westminster Bridge.

I fell in love just once, and then it had to be with you …

The rush-hour traffic was anemic. On the opposite bank of the Thames, construction scaffolding had rendered the Elizabeth Tower invisible, altering London’s skyline. Even the famous clockface was veiled. Nothing was right in the world, thought Sarah. Things had fallen apart.

Everything happens to me …

“I never knew you had such a beautiful voice,” said Christopher.

“I thought spies were supposed to be good liars.”

“I’m an intelligence officer. The spies are the people we seduce into betraying their countries.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that I have the world’s worst singing voice.”

“Nonsense.”

“It’s true, actually. When I was in the first grade at Brearley, my teacher wrote a lengthy treatise on my report card about my inability to carry a tune.”

“You know what they say about teachers.”

“Miss Hopper,” said Sarah spitefully. “Fortunately, my father was transferred to London the next year. He enrolled me at the American School in St. John’s Wood, and I was able to put the entire episode behind me.” She gazed out her window at the deserted pavements of Birdcage Walk. “My mother and I used to take the longest walks when we lived in London. That’s when we were still speaking to one another.”

Christopher’s Marlboros were resting on the center console beneath his gold Dunhill lighter. Sarah hesitated, then plucked one from the packet.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t.”

“Haven’t you heard? They say it kills the coronavirus.” Sarah struck the lighter and touched the end of the cigarette to the flame. “You could have visited me, you know.”

“The NHS forbids all patient visits with the exception of end-of-life scenarios.”

“I was exposed to a Russian nerve agent. End of life was a distinct possibility.”

“If you must know, I volunteered to stand guard outside your door, but Graham wouldn’t hear of it. He sends his best, by the way.”

Christopher switched on Radio Four in time to hear the beginning of the Six O’Clock News. Viktor Orlov’s assassination had managed to displace the pandemic as the lead story. The Kremlin had denied any role in the affair, accusing British intelligence of a plot to discredit Russia. According to the BBC, British authorities had not yet identified the toxin used to murder Orlov. Nor had they determined how the substance found its way into the billionaire’s home in Cheyne Walk.

“Surely you know more than that,” said Sarah.

“Much more.”

“What kind of nerve agent was it?”

“I’m afraid that’s classified, darling.”

“So am I.”

Christopher smiled. “It’s a substance known as Novichok. It’s—”

“A binary weapon developed by the Soviet Union in the seventies. The scientists who created it claimed it was five to eight times more lethal than VX, which would make it the deadliest weapon ever produced.”

“Are you quite finished?”

“How did the Russians get the Novichok into Viktor’s office?”

“The documents you saw on his desk were covered in ultrafine Novichok powder.”

“What were they?”

“They appear to be financial records of some sort.”

“How did they get there?”

“Ah, yes,” said Christopher. “That’s where things get interesting.”

“AND YOU’RE ABSOLUTELY SURE,” ASKED Sarah at the conclusion of Christopher’s briefing, “that the woman who came to Viktor’s house was in fact Nina Antonova?”

“We compared a surveillance photo of her taken at Heathrow with a recent television appearance. The facial recognition software determined it was the same woman. And Viktor’s bodyguards say he greeted her as though she was an old friend.”

“An old friend with a batch of poisoned documents?”

“When the Kremlin wants to kill someone, it’s usually an acquaintance or business associate who spikes the champagne. Just ask Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia.”

“No chance of that.” They entered Sloane Square. The darkened facade of the Royal Court Theatre slid past Sarah’s window. “So what’s your theory? Nina Antonova, a well-known investigative reporter and professed dissident, was recruited by Russian intelligence to murder the man who singlehandedly saved her magazine?”

“Did I say recruited?”

“You choose the word.”

Christopher guided the Bentley into the King’s Road. “It is the considered opinion of both Vauxhall Cross and our brethren at Thames House that Nina Antonova is a Russian intelligence officer who burrowed her way into the Moskovskaya Gazeta years ago and has been biding her time.”

“How do you explain the assassination attempt that forced her to leave Russia?”

“Excellent Moscow Center tradecraft.”

Sarah did not dismiss the theory out of hand. “There is another possibility, you know.”

“What’s that?”

“She was duped into giving the poisoned documents to Viktor. In fact, given the peculiar circumstances of her escape from London, I’d say it’s the most likely explanation.”

“There was nothing peculiar about it. She was gone before we even knew her name.”

“Why did she check into a hotel instead of going straight to the airport? And why Amsterdam instead of Moscow?”

“There were no direct flights to Moscow at that hour. We assume she flew there this morning on a clean passport.”

“If she did, she’s probably dead by now. Frankly, I’m surprised she made it to Heathrow alive.”

Christopher turned into Old Church Street and headed north into Kensington. “I thought CIA analysts were trained not to jump to conclusions.”

“If anyone’s jumping to conclusions, it’s you and your colleagues from MI5.” Sarah contemplated the ember of her cigarette. “Viktor’s phone was off the hook when I entered the study. He must have called someone before he died.”

“It was Nina.”

“Oh, really?”

“She was in her room at the Cadogan. She left the hotel a few minutes later.”

“Was GCHQ monitoring Viktor’s phones?”

“The British government does not eavesdrop on the communications of prominent newspaper publishers.”

“Viktor Orlov was no ordinary publisher.”

“Which is why he’s dead,” said Christopher.

“What do you suppose they talked about?”

“If I had to guess, he was rather miffed at Nina for poisoning him.”

Sarah frowned. “Do you really believe a man like Viktor would waste the final moments of his life berating his killer?”

“Why else would he have called her twenty minutes after she left his house?”

“To warn her she would be next.”

Christopher turned into Queen’s Gate Terrace. “You’re quite good, you know.”

“For an art dealer,” remarked Sarah.

“An art dealer with an interesting past.”

“You’re one to talk.”

Christopher parked the Bentley outside a Georgian house the color of clotted cream. He and Sarah shared the maisonette on the bottom two floors. The owner of the flat above was a vaguely named shell company registered in the Cayman Islands. Nearly one hundred thousand luxury British properties were held by secret owners, many in tony London districts like Kensington and Knightsbridge. Even MI6 had been unable to determine the true identity of Christopher’s absentee neighbor.

He switched off the engine but hesitated before opening the door.

“Something wrong?” asked Sarah.

“There’s a light on in the kitchen.”

“You must have forgotten to turn it off when you left this morning.”

“I didn’t.” Christopher reached inside his suit jacket and drew a Walther PPK. “Wait here. I won’t be but a moment.”
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NAHALAL, ISRAEL

AS DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF THE OFFICE, Gabriel Allon was permitted to use safe houses largely as he saw fit. He drew an ethical line, however, at borrowing one for the purpose of getting his wife and children out of their cramped apartment on Narkiss Street in locked-down Jerusalem. At his request, Housekeeping presented him with a market-tested monthly rental rate. He promptly doubled it and ordered the government personnel office to deduct the sum from his salary. Additionally, in the spirit of full transparency, he forwarded copies of all the relevant paperwork to Kaplan Street for approval. The prime minister, who was under indictment on charges of public corruption, wondered what all the fuss was about.

The property in question was by no means luxurious. A smallish bungalow used mainly for debriefings and storage of blown field operatives, it was located in Nahalal, an old moshav in the Valley of Jezreel, about an hour north of King Saul Boulevard. The furnishings were sparse but comfortable, and the kitchen and bathrooms were recently renovated. There were cows in the paddock, chickens in the coop, several acres of cropland, and a grassy garden shaded by eucalyptus trees. Because the moshav was protected by a crack local police force, security was of no concern.

Chiara and the children settled in the bungalow in late March and remained there after the agreeable weather of spring had given way to the blast-furnace heat of high summer. The afternoons were unbearable, but each evening a cool wind blew from the Upper Galilee. The moshav’s communal swimming pool was closed by government edict, and a summer surge of infections made play dates with other young children impossible. It was no matter; Irene and Raphael were content to pass their days organizing elaborate games involving the chickens and the neighbor’s flock of goats. By the middle of June, their skin was the color of mocha. Chiara slathered them with sunblock, but somehow they grew darker still.

“The same thing happened to the Jews who founded the moshav in 1921,” explained Gabriel. “Raphael and Irene are no longer pampered city dwellers. They’re children of the valley.”

During the first wave of the pandemic, he had been largely absent. Armed with a new Gulfstream jet and suitcases filled with cash, he had traveled the world in search of ventilators, testing material, and protective medical clothing. He made most of his purchases on the black market and then personally ferried the cargo back to Israel, where it was dispersed to hospitals throughout the country. When word of his efforts reached the press, an influential columnist from Haaretz suggested he consider a post-Office career in politics. The reaction was so favorable that many in the chattering classes wondered whether it was a trial balloon. Gabriel, who found all the unwanted attention embarrassing, issued a formal statement forswearing any interest in elected office—which the chattering classes interpreted as proof beyond a reasonable doubt that he intended to run for the Knesset when his term expired. The only unresolved question, they said, was his party affiliation.

But by early June the Office was once again engaged in more traditional pursuits. Alarmed by new intelligence regarding Tehran’s determination to build a nuclear weapon, Gabriel slipped a large bomb into a centrifuge factory in Natanz. Six weeks later, in a daring operation carried out at the behest of the Americans, an Office hit team killed a senior al-Qaeda operative in downtown Tehran. Gabriel leaked details of the assassination to a friendly reporter at the New York Times, if only to remind the Iranians that he could enter their country whenever he pleased and strike at will.

Despite the summer’s brisk operational tempo, he often arrived in Nahalal in time for dinner. Chiara would set a table outside in the cool of the garden, and Irene and Raphael would happily recount the details of their day, which invariably were identical to the particulars of the previous day. Afterward, Gabriel would take them for a walk along the dusty farm roads of the valley and tell them stories of his childhood in the young state of Israel.

He was born in the neighboring kibbutz of Ramat David. There were no computers or mobile phones, of course, and no television, either; it didn’t arrive in Israel until 1966. Even then, his mother would not permit one in the house, fearing it would interfere with her work. Gabriel explained to the children how he used to sit at her feet while she painted, imitating her brushstrokes on a canvas of his own. He did not mention the numbers tattooed on her left arm. Or the candles that burned in their home for the family members who had not survived the camps. Or the screams he used to hear from the other bungalows in Ramat David, late at night, when the demons came.

Gradually, he told them more about himself—a thread here, a fragment there, bits of truth mixed with subtle evasion, the occasional outright lie, if only to protect them from the horrors of the life he had led. Yes, he said, he had been a soldier, but not a very good one. When he left the IDF, he entered the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design and began his formal training as a painter. But in the autumn of 1972, after a terrorist attack at the Olympic Games in Munich, Ari Shamron, whom the children referred to as their saba, asked him to take part in an undertaking known as Operation Wrath of God. He did not tell the children that he personally killed six members of the PLO faction responsible for the attack, or that whenever possible he shot them eleven times. He implied, however, that his experiences had robbed him of the ability to produce satisfactory original paintings. Rather than allow his talents to go to waste, he learned to speak Italian and then traveled to Venice, where he trained to be an art restorer.

But children, especially the children of intelligence officers, are not easily misled, and Irene and Raphael sensed intuitively that their father’s account of his life was far from complete. They probed with care and with guidance from their mother, who thought a familial exhumation of Gabriel’s skeletons was overdue. The children already knew, for example, that he had been married once before and that the face of his dead son peered at them nightly from the clouds he had painted on the wall of their bedroom. But how had it happened? Gabriel answered with a heavily redacted version of the truth, knowing full well it would open Pandora’s box.

“Is that why you always look under our car before we get in?”

“Yes.”

“Do you love Dani more than you love us?”

“Of course not. But we must never forget him.”

“Where’s Leah?”

“She lives in a special hospital not far from us in Jerusalem.”

“Has she ever met us?”

“Only Raphael.”

“Why?”

Because God, in his infinite wisdom, had created in Raphael a duplicate of Gabriel’s dead son. This, too, he withheld from his children, for their sake and his. That night, as Chiara slept contentedly at his side, he relived the bombing in Vienna in his dreams and awoke to find his half of the bed drenched with sweat. It was perhaps fitting, then, that when he reached for the phone on the bedside table, he learned that an old friend had been murdered in London.

He dressed in darkness and climbed into his SUV for the drive to King Saul Boulevard. After submitting to a temperature check and a rapid Covid test, he rode in his private elevator to his sanitized office on the top floor. Two hours later, after watching the British prime minister’s evasive appearance before reporters outside Number Ten, he rang Graham Seymour on the secure hotline. Graham volunteered no additional information about the murder, save for the identity of the woman who had stumbled upon the body. Gabriel responded with the same question the prime minister had posed the previous evening.

“What in God’s name was she doing in Viktor Orlov’s house?”

IF THERE WAS A BRIGHT spot in Gabriel’s post-Covid existence, it was the Gulfstream jet. A G550 of astounding comfort and murky registry, it touched down at London City Airport at half past four that afternoon. The passport Gabriel displayed to the immigration authorities was Israeli, diplomatic, and pseudonymous. It fooled no one.

Nevertheless, after passing yet another rapid Covid test, he was granted provisional admittance to the United Kingdom. A waiting embassy sedan delivered him to 18 Queen’s Gate Terrace in Kensington. According to the list of names on the intercom panel, the occupant of the lower maisonette was someone called Peter Marlowe. The bell rang unanswered, so Gabriel descended a flight of wrought-iron steps to the lower entrance and drew the thin metal tool he carried habitually in his jacket pocket. Neither of the two high-quality locks put up much of a fight.

Inside, an alarm chirped in protest. Gabriel entered the correct eight-digit code into the keypad and switched on the overhead lights, illuminating a large designer kitchen. The stonework was Corsican, as was the bottle of rosé he unearthed from the well-provisioned Sub-Zero refrigerator. He removed the cork and switched on the Bose radio resting on the granite countertop.

The Russian government has denied any role in Mr. Orlov’s death …

The BBC news presenter made an awkward transition from Orlov’s assassination to the latest pandemic news. Gabriel switched off the radio and drank some of the Corsican wine. Finally, at twenty minutes past six, a Bentley Continental pulled up in the street, and a well-dressed man emerged. A moment later he was standing in the open door of the kitchen, a Walther PPK in his outstretched hands.

“Hello, Christopher,” said Gabriel as he raised the wineglass in greeting. “Do me a favor and put down that damn gun. Otherwise, one of us might get hurt.”
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QUEEN’S GATE TERRACE, KENSINGTON

CHRISTOPHER KELLER WAS A MEMBER of an exceedingly small club—the brotherhood of terrorists, assassins, spies, arms dealers, art thieves, and fallen priests who had undertaken to kill Gabriel Allon and were still walking the face of the earth. Christopher’s motives for accepting the challenge had been financial rather than political. He was employed at the time by a certain Don Anton Orsati, leader of a Corsican crime family that specialized in murder for hire. Unlike many of the fools who had gone before him, Christopher was an altogether worthy opponent, a former member of the elite SAS who had served under deep cover in Northern Ireland during one of the nastier periods of the Troubles. Gabriel had survived the contract only because Christopher, out of professional courtesy, declined to pull the trigger when presented with the shot. Some years later Gabriel repaid the favor by convincing Graham Seymour to give Christopher a job at MI6.

As part of his repatriation agreement, Christopher had been allowed to keep the substantial fortune he had amassed while working for Don Orsati. He had invested a portion of the money—eight million pounds, to be precise—in the maisonette in Queen’s Gate Terrace. When Gabriel last dropped in unannounced, the rooms had been largely unfurnished. Now they were tastefully decorated in patterned silk and chintz, and there was a faint but unmistakable whiff of fresh paint in the air. Clearly, Christopher had given Sarah free rein and unlimited resources. Gabriel had reluctantly blessed their relationship, secure in his belief it would be both brief and disastrous. He had even arranged for Sarah to work at Julian’s gallery despite concerns about her security. He had to admit, the exposure to a Russian nerve agent notwithstanding, she looked happier than she had in many years. If anyone had earned the right to be happy, thought Gabriel, it was Sarah Bancroft.

Barefoot, she was draped across an overstuffed armchair in the upstairs drawing room, wineglass in hand. Her blue eyes were fixed on Christopher, who occupied a matching chair to her right. Gabriel had settled in a distant corner where he was safe from their microbes and they from his. Sarah had greeted him with pleasant surprise but without so much as a kiss on the cheek or a fleeting embrace. Such were the social customs of the brave new Covid world; everyone was an untouchable. Or perhaps, thought Gabriel, Sarah was merely trying to keep him at arm’s length. She had never made any secret of the fact she was desperately in love with him, even when asking for his approval of her decision to leave New York and move to London. It seemed that Christopher had finally broken the spell. Gabriel suspected he had intruded on an intimate moment. He had one or two things he wanted to clear up before taking his leave.

“And you’re certain about the attribution?” he asked.

“I wouldn’t have offered it to Viktor if I wasn’t. It wouldn’t have been ethical.”

“Since when do ethics have anything to do with being an art dealer?”

“Or an intelligence officer,” replied Sarah.

“But Italian Old Masters aren’t exactly your area of expertise, are they? In fact, if I recall correctly, you wrote your dissertation at Harvard on the German Expressionists.”

“At the tender age of twenty-eight.” She moved a stray lock of blond hair from her face using only her middle finger. “And before that, as you well know, I earned my MA in art history from the Courtauld Institute here in London.”

“Did you seek a second opinion?”

“Niles Dunham. He offered me eight hundred thousand on the spot.”

“For an Artemisia? Outrageous.”

“I told him so.”

“Still, all things considered, you would have been wise to take it.”

“Trust me, I intend to call him first thing in the morning.”

“Please don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because one never knows when one might need a newly discovered painting by Artemisia Gentileschi.”

“It needs work,” said Sarah.

“Who did you have in mind for the job?”

“Since you weren’t available, I was hoping I could convince David Bull to take it on.”

“I thought he was in New York these days.”

“He is. I had lunch with him before I left. Such a lovely man.”

“Have you discussed it with him?”

Sarah shook her head.

“Who else knew about the sale to Viktor other than Julian?”

“No one.”

“And you didn’t let it slip at Wilton’s?”

“I’m a former intelligence officer and undercover operative. I don’t let things slip.”

“And what about Viktor?” Gabriel persisted. “Did he tell anyone that you were coming to Cheyne Walk last night?”

“With Viktor, I suppose anything’s possible. But why do you ask?”

Christopher answered on Gabriel’s behalf. “He’s wondering whether the Russians were trying to kill two birds with one stone.”

“Viktor and me?”

“You do have a rather long track record when it comes to Russians,” Gabriel pointed out. “It stretches all the way back to our old friend Ivan Kharkov.”

“If Moscow Center had wanted to kill me, they would have made an appointment to see a painting at Isherwood Fine Arts.”

Gabriel directed his gaze toward Christopher. “And you’re sure the contaminated documents were in fact delivered by Nina Antonova?”

“We didn’t see her place the bloody things on Viktor’s desk, if that’s what you’re asking. But someone gave them to Viktor, and Nina is the most likely candidate.”

“Why didn’t Jonathan mention her name this morning outside Number Ten?”

“National pride, for a start. As you can imagine, there were red faces all round when we realized that she’d slipped out of the country even before we started looking for her. The home secretary is planning to make the announcement tomorrow morning.”

“But what if Sarah is right? What if Nina was deceived into delivering those documents? And what if Viktor managed to warn her before he died?”

“She should have called the police instead of fleeing the country.”

“She doesn’t trust the police. You wouldn’t either if you were a Russian journalist.”

Gabriel’s phone pulsed with an incoming message. He had been forced, at long last, to part company with his beloved BlackBerry Key2. His new device was an Israeli-made Solaris, reputedly the world’s most secure mobile phone. Gabriel’s had been customized to his unique specifications. Larger and heavier than a typical smartphone, it was capable of fending off remote attacks from the world’s most sophisticated hackers, including the American NSA and Russia’s Special Communications Service, or Spetssviaz.

Christopher eyed Gabriel’s device enviously. “Is it as secure as they say?”

“I could send an email from the middle of the Doughnut with complete confidence that HMG would never be able to read it.” The Doughnut was how employees of Britain’s GCHQ referred to their circular headquarters in Cheltenham.

“May I at least hold it?” asked Christopher.

“In the age of Covid? Don’t even think about it.” Gabriel entered his fourteen-character hard password, and the text message appeared on the screen. He frowned as he read it.

“Something wrong?”

“Graham has asked me to come to dinner. Apparently, Helen is making couscous.”

“My condolences. I’m only sorry I won’t be joining you.”

“You are, actually.”

“Tell Graham I’ll take a raincheck.”

“He’s the director-general of your service.”

“I realize that,” said Christopher, staring at the beautiful woman draped across the overstuffed chair. “But I’m afraid I have a much better offer.”
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