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First it was the phone. When he lifted the handset to see who was calling him at such a late hour, there was silence.

“Hello?” he said. “Hello?”

Click.

He was already on edge. The call was enough to nudge him closer towards panic. He checked his watch. A taxi was coming to take him to Ben Gurion at six in the morning, meaning he had just under seven hours to wait. He paced the small apartment, looking through each window in turn in the hope that he might see something that would settle him, but the only thing he saw was the restless city he’d been in love with since the day he arrived, a city that never slept, a city that defied every stereotype and expectation.

It was also a city he was about to leave forever.

There would be no coming back after what he was planning to do.

He flicked through the TV channels, finally settling on a re-run of Seinfeld. It was dubbed into Hebrew, but that didn’t bother him. It was just a distraction from his anxiety.

The episode was almost finished when there was a buzz; someone had pressed the button for his neighbour on the intercom downstairs. There was a pause. They pressed again, longer this time. Another pause. Then the inevitable happened: they started to press all the other buzzers.

It didn’t take long before his own rang.

He didn’t speak, just pushed the button that would allow him to hear whoever was at the other end.

“Shalom.” A young male voice, sounding bored and tired. “Pizza, pizza.”

He went back to Seinfeld but couldn’t concentrate. He returned to the intercom, pressed the button and listened for the sound of the door closing downstairs to confirm that the pizza delivery man had left the building. Nothing. He went to the window and scanned the street below for any sign of a moped, but there was nothing, not even a bicycle.

He returned to his front door and looked through the fisheye, scanning the hallway. As he stared into the darkness, his eyes began to play tricks on him. He imagined the darkness was moving, shifting, forming itself into shapes and shadows that looked like… people.

He rubbed his tired eyes and looked again.

There was no mistaking it: there was someone out there.

He grabbed his rucksack and ran for the terrace doors.

Behind him, he heard a crash as something hit his door.

Hard.

He’d known this moment might come and had taken steps to prepare. The two steel deadbolts he’d had installed in the door would slow them down for a few crucial seconds. That was all he needed. He swooped to grab his phone off the sofa and the silver USB stick from a tray on the coffee table and ran.

He burst through the doors onto the roof terrace. The night air was cold and fresh. He lived in an old Tel Aviv neighbourhood where most of the buildings were low, no more than five stories, with flat roofs. He sprinted across the terrace to the low wall where a ladder was laid flat. When he’d first moved in, two years earlier, he’d had a brief but passionate fling with a beautiful Israeli graphic designer who had lived on the top floor of the neighbouring building, and he’d lost count of the number of times he’d used the ladder as a bridge to climb the fifteen or so feet to her rooftop apartment. There were even some nights when on his way back he’d stop halfway across, turn on his back and lie gazing at the night sky stretched out above him like a vast, inky-blue canvas, mapping the different constellations and dreaming big dreams.

Once safely across, he pulled the ladder towards him and ran for the stairwell that he knew would take him down to the street. Although he was no professional, over the years he’d absorbed enough of his brother’s experience to have a rudimentary sense of what to do.

He could even hear his brother’s voice.

Have your escape route prepared.

Rehearse it at different times of the day.

Have a back-up plan in case things change.

He reached the top of the maintenance stairwell and yanked open the metal door. He was in good shape from surfing every weekend and daily runs along the Mediterranean coast and was confident that once at ground-level he could disappear in the maze of local alleyways. The neighbourhood bars and cafes would still be busy, and it would be impossible for members of a corporate security team to do anything to him in public. As much as they liked to throw their weight around behind closed doors, they didn’t have the right to detain him or even search him. He wasn’t afraid of screaming blue murder if one of them tried anything.

If anything ever happens to you, his brother had once told him, you need to attract a crowd. You’d be surprised how many victims go along with their attackers out of a desire not to make a fuss.

It’d be a different matter entirely if they cornered him up here, away from prying eyes and mobile phones. He’d seen what they did to their enemies when they thought no one was looking.

He paused at the metal door to look across at his apartment. Two men dressed in black ran out onto the roof terrace. He felt safe. There was no way they could get to him without the ladder; it was too risky to make the jump. And they’d been surprisingly clumsy. The phone call had put him on alert, and the pizza delivery ruse was so amateurish he’d seen through it straightaway. That, and the delay in getting through the front door, had provided him with a vital few extra minutes to get away. They might as well have waved a flag and sounded a horn to let him know they were coming.

He pulled the metal door shut and slid across the bolt that would prevent them from following him.

He heard a noise.

Not loud, but loud enough to echo up the stairwell. As though someone had dropped a key or a coin.

Fear gripped him. He peered over the railing, his pulse racing. Was there someone down there, someone waiting for him? His throat went dry. Had the phone call and the pizza delivery been a trick? Did they know his escape route? Were they forcing him into a trap?

He pulled the bolt back and opened the metal door to the roof, a sense of panic spidering through every part of his body. The two men were standing on his terrace, no more than twenty feet away, looking at him calmly as though they knew something he didn’t. He peered back down the stairwell and saw a hand on a railing.

Someone was climbing towards him.

Shit.

He didn’t feel so smug now.

He started to breathe more quickly. The one person he wished was with him now was the one person he found it most difficult to ask for help.
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Control adjusted his shirt cuffs and leaned forward. Cooper could tell he was angry.

“Tell me again,” Control said, his voice low. “Don’t leave out any details this time.”

“My half-brother Freddy sent me a series of messages late last night. It looks as though he typed them in a hurry. The first one says: ‘I need your help.’ The second one says: ‘If I could ask anyone else.’ The third and final one says: ‘I’m out of my depth.’”

“You’ve tried to call him?” asked Control.

“Repeatedly. With no success.”

“What does he mean, ‘If I could ask anyone else’?”

“He means that if he could ask anyone else, he would.”

Control’s frown deepened. “Why would he say that?”

Cooper hesitated. Upon joining Group Fifteen he had submitted willingly to a full week of polygraphs, personal questionnaires, psychometric tests and sessions with a white-jacketed shrink who probed every facet of his past, including lovers, friends, drug and alcohol use, travel, financial history and family relationships. At the beginning of the week, he’d had a half-formed idea that he’d try to keep some of the more personal information to himself, but the questioning had been so thorough and so expert that he’d divulged everything, including his long and complicated history with his half-brother, Freddy. The Group knew everything about Cooper and his life; that was the price of entry.

“We haven’t been close,” Cooper said, hoping Control wouldn’t go any further. He knew Control must have re-read his personal file that morning, but Cooper still found it difficult to say certain things aloud. The wounds were still raw, even all these years later.

“Why would he turn to you for help, then?” asked Control. “What would he expect you to be able to do for him that a friend in Israel couldn’t?”

Cooper knew he was being tested. He’d sworn an oath to keep his real work a secret from everyone in his life, no matter close they were. “I don’t know what kind of help he needs, so it’s difficult to answer. It goes without saying Freddy doesn’t know anything at all about what I do.”

“When did you last hear from him?”

“He moved to Israel two years ago to work for a tech start-up. We saw each other around that time at our uncle’s funeral. We barely exchanged a word.”

“Nothing while he was in Israel?”

“No, sir.”

“Nothing? Not a single message or call?”

“No, sir. Nothing.”

“Can you be sure these latest messages were sent from Israel?”

“They were sent from a messaging platform account linked to an Israeli phone number,” Cooper said. “It’s impossible to know the IP address he was using to send the message, but I plan to start in Israel, unless you’re able to get Group Two to look more closely⁠—”

“Don’t even ask, Eleven. I’m not diverting Group resources for something like this. Something personal.”

Control sighed and looked out at the Thames.

“Sir?”

“You’d be stepping into the lion’s den, Eleven. I can’t think of a country with two more ruthless intelligence services than Mossad and Shin Bet. If your brother’s problem⁠—”

“Half-brother.”

“If your half-brother’s problem is with them, you are not to get caught in the middle of it. Things could get… messy.”

“This isn’t Group business, I understand that.”

“Others don’t know that. They may well reach the conclusion that you’re acting on my orders.”

“If that happens, I’ll explain⁠—”

“You’ll ‘explain?’”

“I’m going to stay under the radar. A traditional intelligence-gathering operation, that’s all this⁠—”

“Am I missing something?”

“Sir?”

“Have I agreed to release you from operational duties?”

“I’m not asking for permission.”

He regretted saying it as soon as the words left his mouth.

“Come again?”

“He’s family.”

“Estranged.”

“Yes, but still family. I don’t have any choice. I understand it will cause you some inconvenience⁠—”

“Inconvenience? It’ll cause a damn sight more than that. I’m not in the habit of giving people time off for personal matters. I don’t know if you’ve looked around recently, but this isn’t the bloody civil service. We don’t do parental leave and there’s no pension plan. You’re here because you’re good at killing people.”

“And the second I’m back from Tel Aviv, I’ll pick up where I left off.”

Control shook his head, spun his chair around and stared out of the window for what seemed like an age.

He turned. “Fine—go. But no Group resources. No weapons, no access to the quartermaster, not even one of your legends. This cannot look like official business. You go as Charles Cooper, and you report back to me every twenty-four hours. If at any point—and I mean any point—I decide the situation has become untenable, you return to London. Is that clear? Disobedience will incur a heavy price.”

“Understood. I’m just going to check that he’s alive. If he is, I’ll get him to the nearest safe place and dump him there.”

“And if he’s not?”

Cooper stood. He bent to pick up his overnight bag, already packed. “It’ll be one less complication in my life.”
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Cooper looked up from his tablet as the plane banked above Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion Airport. It only took a few taps on the keyboard to delete the articles he had been reading, rendering them impossible to retrieve even for an expert. The problem wasn’t that the material was classified; in fact, it consisted mostly of newspaper articles about Israel’s booming tech sector, dubbed ‘Silicon Wadi’ after the Hebrew word for valley. The reason for deleting them was that they didn’t fit with Cooper’s cover for the visit. Security at Israeli airports was famously tight, and he knew that at some point in the next half-hour he was going to have to answer questions about the reason for his visit. Although it was unlikely that they’d ask to look at his tablet, Cooper adopted a strict, belt-and-braces approach to tradecraft. It was what had kept him alive through his years in MI6 and then the Group.

He filed off the plane with the other passengers and walked at a steady, unhurried pace through the terminal, his travel bag hanging loosely from his shoulder. A long, slow-moving queue snaked towards immigration. He joined it, his mind turning over the material he’d been reading on the flight.

The reason for his interest in the Israeli tech sector was that his half-brother Freddy—a gifted software engineer—had moved here two years earlier to work for NetGuardian, a cyber security company. According to its website, NetGuardian developed ‘market-leading digital products’ that protected individual, corporate and governmental clients from every conceivable type of online threat. Cooper wanted to get a better sense of the sector to understand whether Freddy’s work could have been the reason for his disappearance.

What interested Cooper most was an article that linked the meteoric rise in the tech start-up sector to the wider security situation in the Middle East. Because of the country’s many wars with its Arab neighbours, as well as the ongoing occupation of Palestinian land, Israel had invested heavily in its defence forces, which in this day and age relied increasingly on technology. Israel had been the eighth country in the world to launch a satellite into space, and its Iron Dome system was ground-breaking in its ability to intercept and destroy incoming rockets with pinpoint accuracy. All Israeli citizens were forced to do military service, which exposed them at a young age to advanced technology and taught them how to run projects and find solutions to complex problems. Tech companies in Israel had an unusually close relationship with the industrial-military complex. Was Freddy’s work somehow connected to the government? Working for a tech company in London or New York wasn’t particularly sensitive. The opposite was true in Tel Aviv.

Cooper finally reached the front of the queue. A young woman in military uniform took his passport and examined each page closely.

“Charles Benedict Cooper,” she read. “What’s your occupation, Mr Cooper?”

“I work for a lobbying firm.”

Cooper had developed his own resources like every other Group operative, knowing that the day might come when he had to operate independently and without the help of Group resources. He had his own weapons cache, and he’d been able to buy and adapt commercially available bugs and pinhole cameras. He also had his own legends: his own fake personas and backstories. In this case, a trusted university friend who ran a lobbying firm had agreed to vouch for Cooper if anyone ever came sniffing around.

“A lobbying firm? What does that mean?”

“I advise companies on how to engage successfully with the UK government.”

“Name three of your most recent clients.”

Cooper recognised the tactic: ask a question that requires a specific answer. She eyed him, watching for any sign that he was making up the answer.

“I mostly work in the charity sector,” he said, then reeled off three names without hesitation.

“What is the purpose of your visit to Israel?”

“A getaway.” He smiled at her. “Work’s been busy, and I’ve heard so much about the food in Tel Aviv. Keen to experience it for myself.”

“Travelling on their own?”

“I was going to come with my girlfriend, but she’s had to deal with a family emergency. I thought about cancelling, but…” He shrugged and grinned sheepishly. “To be completely honest with you, I managed to get a reservation at Claro and couldn’t bear the thought of cancelling it.”

“Do you know any Palestinians, Mr Cooper?”.

“I don’t.”

“Will you be travelling to the West Bank or Gaza while you’re here?”

“Definitely not.”

She handed his passport back to him.

“Make sure you try the grilled aubergine,” she said with a sudden smile. “It’s to die for.”


4



Cooper stepped into the lobby of NetGuardian’s HQ. Although on its website it talked proudly about its origins as a humble, cash-strapped start-up run out of a spare bedroom, the gleaming metal, vast windows and ocean views suggested NetGuardian had come a long way since those early days. A lemon tree grew out of the floor in the middle of the lobby, and Cooper watched a cleaner carefully polishing each individual lemon.

This was clearly a company making a lot of money.

He’d taken a taxi directly from the airport and was still carrying his weekend bag. The receptionist took his name, checked he had an appointment, and directed him to a waiting area with an espresso machine, a fridge full of cold drinks, and an array of breakfast pastries. There were jars and baskets filled with branded company merchandise, like pens, notepads and even kids’ badges.

Before he’d had a chance to make himself a coffee, he sensed someone at his elbow.

“Mr Cooper?”

He turned to see an attractive woman in her early forties wearing a white linen shirt and stylishly baggy blue trousers. She held out a hand.

“My name is Eliana. I’m the Director of Human Resources. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

She led him to a small meeting room adjacent to the main lobby that was empty apart from a table, three chairs, and a large watercolour of a tropical sunset hanging on the wall.

“Given the reason for our meeting, I thought it might be sensible to invite a colleague to join us.”

There was a knock on the door. A bald, bespectacled man poked his head through and grinned.

“Hi, David, come in,” she said. “Mr Cooper, this is David.”

“Please, call me Charlie.” Cooper extended a hand. He was surprised to see that David was wearing shorts and a bright green polo shirt, with a pair of aviator shades tucked into his collar. Eliana noticed Cooper’s surprise.

“We’re proud of our relaxed and friendly corporate culture here. Staff work the hours they choose and take as much holiday as they want. We stole our in-house chef from one of Tel Aviv’s top restaurants, and there’s even a gym, swimming pool, basketball court and wellness centre in the basement for use by our employees. We find it’s the best way of unlocking potential.”

“Nice,” he said. “I wish the company I work for had the same approach.” He looked at David. “What’s your role in the company?”

“We don’t go in for job titles so much here,” he said. There was a subtle American twang to his accent that suggested he’d worked at some point in the United States. “It’s part of our attempt to create a new kind of corporate culture, one that doesn’t focus on hierarchies.”

“Nonetheless, you must focus on something.”

“Chief Protection Officer,” he said. “I’m here to protect our assets—human and technological.”

Classic corporate bullshit, thought Cooper. You can stick a security guy in shorts and sunglasses, but at the end of the day, he’s still a security guy.

David’s expression became serious. “Freddy’s disappearance has upset us all. NetGuardian is a family, and it pains me personally—given my role—to see any single member of the family encounter a problem.”

“So you think he’s encountered a problem?”

“I’m assuming so. Why else would he disappear like this?” David leaned forward. “I wondered if I could ask you a few questions. When did you last hear from Freddy?”

“A week or so ago.”

“Do you know the exact day and time? It might help us work out what has happened.”

“Not exactly, no. Can I ask⁠—”

“If you looked at your phone, would you be able to find out?”

“I’d be happy to check after we’ve talked. Is Freddy still officially an employee?”

“Of course.”

“Can I see his file?”

“His file?” David chuckled. “We don’t keep files on our employees.”

“You must keep records of any issues that arise.”

“None came up in his case. He was a model employee.”

“What was he working on?”

Eliana stepped in. “Our best-selling product.”

“Sentinel?”

Charlie’s research revealed that the anti-virus package had made NetGuardian more than a quarter of a billion dollars.

“Yes,” she said. “He’d done some brilliant work identifying potential vulnerabilities and plugging gaps.”

“Doesn’t make sense.”

“Why?”

“Freddy’s speciality was creating new products. But you’re saying he was doing routine maintenance?”

“I certainly wouldn’t call it ‘routine’. Sentinel has generated hundreds of millions of dollars. Everyone works on it at some point.”

“Can I speak to his colleagues?”

“I’m sorry,” said Eliana, “I really don’t think⁠—”

David placed a hand on her arm to stop her, then looked at Charlie. “What did you say you did for a living?”

“I didn’t. I’m a lobbyist.”

“And a former diplomat?”

Cooper’s cover during his MI6 years had been that he was a run-of-the-mill junior diplomat in the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Any proficient OSINT investigator—the acronym for open-source intelligence—would be able to find that out since details of diplomatic staff were a matter of public record. But it was interesting that they’d looked, Cooper thought, and even more interesting that they wanted him to know that they’d looked. It was a warning of sorts, a subtle shot across the bow intended to tell him that he should tread carefully.

“That’s right.”

“I worry that you’d be out of your comfort zone conducting interviews with our staff, Charlie. You can leave it to us. What’d be much more helpful is if you could tell us about your last conversation with Freddy. Was there anything about his mood that you noticed? Any sign of depression or stress?”

“Why’d you ask that?”

“Freddy was a solitary character,” said David. “We were worried he was experiencing depression.”

“Why are you using the past tense?”

“We have to prepare for the possibility that Freddy may have done something stupid. As upsetting as it would be⁠—”

“Let me stop you there. Freddy’s gregarious and outgoing. I don’t think anyone has ever described him as ‘a solitary character’. He’s never suffered from depression. He’s got close friends he’d turn to if anything was wrong. He has me. If you know that something has happened to him, if this is part of an attempt to make it look as though he’s harmed himself, you and I are going to have a problem.”

David smiled. “That’s a strange way for a former diplomat to talk.”

Cooper stood. In the same moment, the door opened and two security men in suits entered. They must have been watching on a concealed camera, thought Cooper. He didn’t regret the confrontational turn in the conversation. It told something about NetGuardian and its level of anxiety about Freddy’s disappearance.

David stood, too. Cooper noticed for the first time the powerful cords of muscle under his brightly coloured polo shirt.

Cooper picked up his bag, walked through the door and across the lobby towards the exit. He was halfway there when one of the security guards gave him an unnecessary shove in the back to speed him up. Cooper continued walking. But when the guard tried a second shove, Cooper was ready. In a single fluid movement, he dropped his bag, wheeled around, took hold of the guard’s hand and snapped his middle finger at the knuckle.

“Don’t do that again.”

As Cooper walked out through the door, he caught a reflection of David watching the whole exchange with a broad smile on his face.
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Cooper’s taxi crawled through traffic jams that clogged the busy coastal highway. The sun was high and bright above the glittering Mediterranean ocean, and on the beach a group of young men and women were playing volleyball. A little further along, he saw pairs of older men playing matkot, the paddleball game that was popular among Israelis.

Cooper hadn’t expected to get into a confrontation with anyone so quickly. He recalled his assurances to Control that he would fly under the radar and wondered how his boss would react if he’d seen the aggressive way Cooper had behaved. Cooper had been surprised himself but didn’t regret it. He’d thought that at best NetGuardian would fob him off with empathetic words about Freddy’s wellbeing and, at worst, stonewall him completely. Both responses would have been consistent with how large companies operated. At the end of the day, though, it was all as he expected: if something went wrong, the first priority was to protect their reputation and their bottom line.

But there was a difference. The way David had subtly threatened him and then revealed that he’d had two heavies waiting outside the door told Cooper that this company was not simply in a defensive mode. They weren’t just waiting for the storm to pass and hoping to avoid the rain and hailstones while it raged. No, they wanted something.

They were active players in Freddy’s disappearance; Cooper was convinced of it.

His taxi turned a corner and found its way blocked by a farmers’ market. The driver cursed in Hebrew and spun the wheel around, looking for an alternate route.

He was taking Cooper to Freddy’s apartment. The address was the only lead Cooper had on his half-brother’s last known location. Cooper had phoned his mother to ask for it, knowing she didn’t use email and so would’ve needed a postal address for her eldest son. She was surprised to be asked, aware more than anyone how strained the relationship was between her two sons, but Cooper didn’t want to worry her before he knew what had happened and so told her that he just wanted to send Freddy a letter. She couldn’t keep the joy from her voice at the thought that the two of them might reconcile.

Freddy had resulted from her brief teenage affair with an older man who worked as a regional salesman for a manufacturing company. At the time of his birth, the man was married to another woman, and was only an occasional presence in Freddy’s first five years. At least he turned up, though, clutching a new football or a teddy bear, keen to connect with the young boy who looked at him with eyes exactly the same hazel colour as his own. But an economic downturn resulted in him losing his job, and from there it was a quick spiral into debt and drinking. His first arrest was for being drunk and disorderly, but he soon moved on to shoplifting, theft and assault. He spent most of Freddy’s childhood and adolescence in and out of prison.

Freddy had inherited some of his father’s wildness. Whereas Charlie—who came along three years later, just one month after his mother married his father—was controlled, disciplined and methodical, Freddy was carefree, exuberant and reckless, shunning rules and jumping into every passing scrape with headlong abandon. In their early years, this hadn’t caused friction, but as they grew older, the differences between them became more significant. It was as though each one found the other an unacceptable mirror image of themselves.

Charlie got good grades and performed well academically, whereas Freddy—despite his bright, inquisitive mind—found it impossible to sit through lessons. The teachers’ need to order everyone around particularly annoyed him, and he was repeatedly excluded before finally being expelled from school at fifteen. Despite the heartache that caused their mother, it turned out to be a lifeline as it prompted him to discover the world of computers and coding that fit his personality and restless mind like a glove. He was lucky that it happened at a moment that the world was shifting online; he had a skill set that was prized far above university degrees and academic performance.

The taxi driver spoke, breaking Cooper’s reverie.

“Is here ok?”

Cooper looked around. They were in the heart of Neve Tzedek, an old Tel Aviv neighbourhood just outside the main part of the city. Design shops, fashion boutiques and trendy cafes filled the narrow, bustling streets. Cooper looked across at a white-washed five-storey apartment block. He paid the driver and got out. Still carrying his holdall, he crossed the street. The front door was wedged open, and he entered the cool, dim lobby and climbed the stairs, looking for apartment 10.

He found it on the top floor. A workman was replacing the front door, which looked as though it had been smashed at its hinges. Cooper noticed that two steel deadbolts had been installed.

The workman turned to look at him. Confidence was the key in situations like this. With a curt nod, Cooper simply stepped past him into the apartment. It was empty. The tiled floor smelled of citrus-scented floor polish. He glanced around the living room and single bedroom. Both were empty, as were the wardrobe and chest of drawers. He checked the bathroom cabinet: also empty.

The sound of voices came from the front door.

He might not have long to finish his search.

A pair of doors led onto the roof terrace. Cooper stepped out, all the while allowing a narrative to form in his mind. During his years in MI6 and Group Fifteen, he’d conducted so many searches that he’d developed the ability to read a scene in seconds. It’d got to where he could almost visualise the events unfolding before his eyes.

Freddy inside the apartment…

Someone at the door…

Freddy wouldn’t open it, so they smashed their way in.

The steel deadbolts in the door puzzled Cooper. The building was old, and the door locks he’d observed on his way up the stairs could easily be forced open with a kick. There were no cameras anywhere and the intercom system hadn’t been upgraded for years. All of that told Cooper that it was probably Freddy who’d chosen to have the additional locks installed.

What did that mean?

He knew he was at risk.

And if he knew he was at risk, he would’ve had an escape route prepared.

But where? How?

The roof terrace was completely empty apart from a simple metal table and two chairs. Cooper stood in the middle, looking around. He could hear voices approaching. There was a raised level in the middle of the roof for a large water tank that probably serviced the entire building. Cooper couldn’t see a ladder anywhere. How would the landlord access the tank without a ladder? Had Freddy moved it? Had he used it in his escape? Cooper walked to the edge of the roof. With a fifteen-foot ladder, you could climb across to the neighbouring building. Cooper saw scuff marks on the low white wall that were consistent with a ladder. The same scuff marks were visible on the wall of the next building.

A loud voice behind him called out in Hebrew. Cooper turned and saw a large, bearded man looking at him with a frown.

“Who are you?” the man asked, switching to English. “What are you doing here?”

Cooper guessed he was the landlord.

“I’m looking for an apartment to rent,” Cooper said. “A shopkeeper downstairs told me one was available in this building.”

The landlord squinted at him. Despite having different fathers, Cooper and Freddy were definitely similar enough that they looked like brothers. “It’s not ready yet.”

“No problem,” Cooper said. “I think it’s too small for me, anyway.”

He walked past the landlord.

“Who are you?” he said. “You look…”

Cooper ignored him, walking through the apartment to the front door where the workman continued his labour. He spotted a black bin bag filled with rubbish in the corner. Rubbish could be a rich source of intelligence. You could often piece together important facts about a person’s life from the things they threw away: receipts, correspondence or notes jotted down hastily on scraps of paper. Medicine packaging could tell you about a person’s health, and empty alcohol bottles gave an indication of stress. He didn’t know whether the rubbish was Freddy’s, but it was worth a look.

He picked the bag up, stepped out into the hallway, and made his way down the stairs.
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Cooper could hear the sounds of splashing water as he descended the stairs, the rubbish bag in one hand and his weekend bag in the other. As he turned the corner to the third floor, he saw a grey-haired woman in her early fifties washing her apartment floor, sluicing the dirty water out into the hallway and down the stairs.

“Excuse me,” Cooper said.

She glared at him. “Wait!” she said, mopping the floor furiously. She was wearing an apron and pink flip-flops. A pair of glasses hung from a brass chain around her neck. “There, I have finished.”

“Thank you.” Cooper stepped carefully over the patch she had just washed.

“English?” she asked.

He turned to face her. “Yes.”

“A friend of Freddy?”

“Do you know him?”

“Of course.” Her expression suggested she thought it was a stupid question. “He’s my neighbour. Sometimes he helps me with my shopping. He’s a kind man.”

She turned as though to go back inside her apartment. It was too good an opportunity for Cooper to pass up, considering that at this point his only lead was a bag filled with rubbish.

“I couldn’t find him upstairs,” Cooper said. “Do you know where he is?”

“I saw the landlord this morning,” she said, turning back to face him. “He said he left without giving any notice and damaged the front door. He doesn’t wait, that one—he’s already fixing up the apartment for a new tenant.” She shrugged. “Freddy didn’t say goodbye to me, which isn’t like him. I hope everything is alright.”

“When did you last see him?”

“Last week, I think. Wednesday or Thursday.”

“Did he seem all right?”

She put her glasses on and peered hard at Cooper. “Who are you? Why are you asking so many questions?”

He calculated quickly. The woman might be a rich source of information about Freddy and his life. Cooper could pretend he was a casual acquaintance or even a colleague of Freddy’s, but his instinct told him he could find out a lot more by telling her the truth.

“Freddy’s my half-brother,” he said. “I’ve come to visit him, but I don’t know where he is. To be honest, I’m a bit worried.”

Her expression softened. She reached a hand and rested it on Cooper’s forearm.

“Come inside,” she said. “Let’s have a cup of tea and talk.”
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Cooper sat on the narrow balcony outside the woman’s flat. It was crowded with pots of red and pink geraniums and prickly flowering cacti. Through a narrow gap between two buildings across the road, he could see the sea and what looked like a yoga class on the beach. A yellow canary chirped from a cage in the balcony corner. The woman stepped onto the balcony holding a bamboo tray. She’d removed her apron and was wearing a floral dress. The pink flip-flops were still on her feet.

“I don’t know your name,” Cooper said.

“Leah,” she said, placing a small tulip-shaped glass of hot black tea in front of Cooper. “And you?”

“Charlie.”

“I know you English like to put milk in your tea, Charlie, but I’m going to insist that you drink it like an Israeli. Do you have a sweet tooth?” Without waiting for an answer, she handed him a side plate filled with an enormous slice of treacle-coloured cake. “It’s called kunafeh. Spun pastry, cheese, lots and lots of syrup and a sprinkle of chopped pistachios. When you finish that, there’s plenty more in the kitchen.”

“You’re very kind,” he said, taking a bite and making an appreciative noise. “I’ve been admiring your view. This is a charming neighbourhood.”

She sat down opposite him and waved her hand dismissively. “It’s been taken over by rich hippies. You should’ve seen it twenty years ago. Back then, it was a proper neighbourhood for real Israelis, not people who drink oat milk and ride electric scooters.”

“Are there lots of foreigners living here?”

“More and more. Tel Aviv is a very international city. It’s the one place in Israel you can forget all the crazy things that are going on. It feels as though Gaza and the West Bank are a million miles away.” As though remembering something, she got up and poured a small handful of sunflower seeds into the canary’s cage. “Freddy was the first foreigner in this building, though,” she said over her shoulder. “It’s so out of character, not to even say goodbye.”

“His front door looks as though someone kicked it in,” Cooper said. “Is there much crime here? Is it possible someone burgled his apartment, and it scared him?”

Leah lowered herself gingerly back into her chair.

“There’s some crime, but it’s low level. Pickpocketing, that sort of thing. I’ve never heard of anyone breaking into the building before. And it’d be odd for a burglar to go all the way to the top of the building and ignore all the other apartments on the way, don’t you think?” She took a sip of tea. “Where are you going to look for him next? Are you hoping to find an answer in there?” She nodded towards the bin bag. “When I started out as a journalist, they used to get me to do that sometimes. Search through people’s rubbish. It’s such a dirty job, you’re always looking for someone else to do it. You can turn up the most surprising things.”

Cooper realised that he had to be careful. Journalists—like police officers, like spies—had a nose for bullshit. Leah might be more perceptive than she appeared. But that also meant she might be more useful to him.

“Who do you write for?” he asked.

“Mostly freelance these days, but I’ve written for The Jerusalem Post and Haaretz.”

“That’s where I got the idea of searching the rubbish from,” Cooper said with a disarming grin. “I saw a journalist do it in a movie about Watergate. I thought I’d give it a go and see what I turn up.”

“And if you don’t find anything?”

Cooper shrugged. “I tried Freddy’s employers, but I don’t think they’re going to tell me anything.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “His employers? The software company? I’m surprised they allowed you through the front door.”

“What do you mean?”

“They have a reputation.”

“A reputation? For what?”

“You don’t grow that quickly and make that much money by selling anti-virus software. That kind of money comes from governments.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

Leah leaned in towards him and lowered her voice. “It’s all rumour, but the allegation is that they’ve developed a cutting-edge surveillance tool. They’re using Israeli expertise and selling it to some pretty unpleasant countries for huge sums of cash. These countries are then using the tool to target journalists, human rights activists, political opponents. It’s not a good look for Israel to be seen to be enabling that sort of repression.” She sat back in her chair. “Of course, NetGuardian’s response is to deny all of that.”

“How do you know all this? I looked them up online—there was nothing on any of this.”

“Of course not! Reporters have tried to do an investigative piece on the company, but at the end of the day it’s all speculation. I even tried once or twice myself. The last time—it was a year or two ago—I found someone from the tech underground to take apart a piece of new software I was given by a source. We dug into it, but there was nothing we could use. And they have powerful friends—friends with influence. The sort of friends who can make a call to an editor and get the story shut down immediately.” She paused. “Do you think it’s possible Freddy got caught up in all this?”

“I don’t know what to think.”

“But you’re worried.” She thought for a moment, and then her eyes widened with excitement. “Do you know what you should do? Talk to his girlfriend.”

“Freddy had a girlfriend?” This was news to Cooper. “Who?”

“A local girl. Very pretty.”

“How do I find her?”

Leah sat back in her chair and looked out over the balcony, thinking.

“I can picture her face perfectly. This girl, once I saw her carrying a cloth bag from Tel Aviv university. We could look there, but of course there are many thousands of students. It would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

They were both quiet for a moment. Cooper could hear the sound of a tinny radio playing in her kitchen.

“I’ve taken up enough of your time,” he said, rising to his feet.

“No, no,” she said. “You can’t leave now. You’ve made me curious.” She pointed at the black bin bag in the corner. “Let’s see if there’s anything in there.”

“I can’t impose on you anymore.”

“It’s not imposing,” she said. “Besides, do you read Hebrew? Will you be able to understand half the things you find?”

He couldn’t argue with her logic. “No.”

“Well,” she said. “There you are. Let’s clear a space and get to work.”
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Cooper was looking at photos of Leah’s grandkids on the fridge when she returned to the kitchen with an old dust sheet she’d found bundled up in a cupboard. Together they spread it across the tiled floor, the radio still playing in the background. She reached under the sink for two pairs of yellow rubber gloves, handing one to Cooper.

“Trust me,” she said, “this can be dirty work.”

She took hold of the bottom of the bin bag and, in a single movement, upended the contents all over the sheet. A small cloud of dust filled the kitchen, kicked up by the ceiling fan.

She swore—more colourfully than he had expected—and switched off the fan. “You can tell I’m out of practice.” They stood looking at the pile of rubbish while allowing the dust to settle. “Most of this will be the waste from the workman.”

They kneeled on either side of the pile of rubbish and started to move pieces of splintered wood and broken plaster to the edge of the sheet. They worked slowly and methodically, making sure they weren’t discarding anything that might be significant.

“Nine times out of ten, this doesn’t produce anything of interest,” she said. “But you never know. I remember once doing a story about a chemical company that was discharging waste into the sea, and we found letters from the CEO to one of his factory managers instructing him to dump the waste at night to avoid getting caught.”

She picked up a sandwich wrapper and unfolded it to make sure that it was empty, and nothing had been scribbled on it. She certainly is thorough, Cooper thought approvingly. He picked up a small piece of paper. It looked like a receipt.

Leah put on her half-moon reading glasses and peered at it. “It’s from a computer shop. He bought four USB sticks, it says. Each one cost twenty-three shekels.” She put the receipt on the kitchen table behind her. “I wonder why he needed to buy USB sticks. You’d think he could get everything he wanted from work.”

“For personal use, I suppose,” suggested Cooper. “What’s this?”

He picked up a crumpled-up newspaper and handed it to Leah. She spread it out on the floor and leaned over it.

“Just a newspaper.” She turned it over, examining every page for handwritten scribbles or an article that had been highlighted, but there was nothing. “They give these out for free on the subway, it’s not even proper journalism.”

“What date is it from?”

“Last week,” she said.

They sifted patiently through empty food containers: a tub of yoghurt, a jar of pickles, an egg box, several plastic bags that had once held pitta bread. They were nearing the end. Leah held up a piece of paper and peered at it. “It’s a dry-cleaning receipt. I know the store, it’s close to here.” She narrowed her eyes and followed the words with her finger. “Two shirts,” she said. “That’s all.”

Cooper took it from her. “What are the numbers across the top?”

“Freddy’s phone number. They always write down the customer’s number.”

“And the last three digits?”

“451. Why?”

“That’s not Freddy’s number.”

Leah sat back on her heels. “His girlfriend?”

“If she was staying with him for a day or two, it wouldn’t be unusual for her to drop some stuff off for dry cleaning.”

“You should call her.”

It was an opportunity for Cooper to underline the fact that he was new to all this. “I wouldn’t know what to say.”

Leah tutted. “Tell her what you told me, that you’re Freddy’s brother and you want to know where he is. It’s not rocket science.”

Cooper took his mobile and hesitantly dialled the number.

“Shalom,” a woman’s voice said.

“Hello,” Cooper said. “You don’t know me, but my name’s Charlie Cooper and I’m Freddy’s half-brother. I’ve come from London to see him, but I can’t find him anywhere.” He paused; there was silence on the other end of the line. “I just want to know that he’s alright,” he said. “Do you know where he is?”

The pause lasted for ten seconds, long enough that he wondered whether she was even there.

Finally, she spoke. “Can you find the university? Outside the Art Faculty, one hour. Make sure you come alone.”

“How’ll I recognise you?”

“If you are who you say you are,” she said curtly, “I’ll recognise you.”
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Cooper stood in the bright sunshine outside the entrance to Tel Aviv University. To his left was a vast arch with the name of the university in Hebrew, and underneath was a small team of security guards checking the bags of students and visitors as they filed through into the campus. Cooper checked his watch. He was due to meet Freddy’s girlfriend in a matter of minutes but needed to do something first. He took out his mobile, keyed in a number and hit dial.

“Global Logistics, how may I help?”

“I need to speak to Ziggy Penn,” he said.

“Who’s calling, please?”

“Eleven.”

“Hold the line.”

Cooper took a deep breath. He was crossing a line. If Control found out what he was about to do, there would be no way back. At best, Cooper would find himself thrown out of the Group, chucked onto the scrapheap of ex-agents. At worst, Control would find a way to teach him a hard lesson that there was a price for disobedience. Cooper had heard stories over the years about people who had crossed Control and come to regret their actions.

“Yeah?”

The voice at the other end sounded sleepy, as though he’d been woken up by the call.

“Ziggy? It’s me.”

“Who?”

“Charlie. Charlie Cooper.”

Cooper had considered making the call directly, without involving the Group switchboard, but he needed to ensure that the line was encrypted. He also needed to make it look as though he was calling on official business. This was the quickest way of achieving that.

“This is unexpected.”

Cooper could easily visualise Ziggy. His ginger hair would be askew, a T-shirt hanging off his skinny frame, glasses slipping down his nose. He’d had never seen Ziggy without an anxious expression, but he knew that when it came to computers and tech, there was no one better.

“I’ve just got off a call with Control.” It was a brazen lie, but he knew that Ziggy wouldn’t have the courage to do anything that wasn’t officially sanctioned. “I need you to do something for me. Top priority.”

“Things are busy⁠—”

Cooper cut him off. “I just spoke to Control. Two minutes ago. This goes to the top of your list.”

“What do you need?”

“Malware. Something we can fire at a company that will bypass their defences and retrieve a single file.”

“I can do it, but…” Ziggy sounded hesitant. There was a long pause. Cooper knew Ziggy would be thinking through the technical options. “It comes down to the company you’re talking about. Who is it?”

“NetGuardian. Have you heard of them?”

“‘Have I heard of them?’ They’re world leaders. It’s impossible.”

“That’s not the answer I want.”

“Fine—I don’t mean impossible. We can break into anything. But first we’ll need to run a full survey of their defensive protocols to establish what we need to get past. To do that discreetly will take time––a day or two at least. And then, depending on what we find, another few days to write the code.”

“I don’t have that long.”

Ziggy muttered a curse. “I want to say that I can do it, but the truth is that there’s no one who could deliver within those parameters. We’ll be breaking through defences they’ve probably spent years building. That can’t be done in a day or two. Think of it as breaking into a well-protected house. We need to go around and try all the windows and all the doors, identify the type of locks, look for alarm systems and cameras and tripwires, check if there’s a guard dog. That takes time. If you try to hurry it, things go wrong.”

Cooper closed his eyes and turned his face towards the sun. He tried to reframe the problem in different terms. “Let’s look at it this way. Say you only have twenty-four hours to write the code. What would need to happen to enable that code to work?”

Ziggy exhaled. His frustration was audible. “It really isn’t possible. I wish I had a different answer to give you, but…”

Ziggy suddenly trailed off. Cooper knew better than to break the silence. He could almost hear Ziggy’s brain working through an idea. “Okay—right. If you could get behind their defences yourself, it’d be much easier.”

“Go on.”

“Breaking into a house from scratch would take time. But if you can find someone to open a door or a window from the inside, it’d be a lot quicker.”

“Tell me what you need.”

“If you can get someone inside NetGuardian to introduce our code, it’d be much more straightforward. Most companies build defences to point outwards because they expect an attack from an external party. They’re less prepared the other way around.”

Now it was Cooper’s turn to think. If he’d had enough time, Cooper would have suggested recruiting someone inside the company to do exactly what Ziggy was proposing. Cooper’s years in MI6 had given him all the skills he needed for that task. The standard play would be to find someone disgruntled, someone passed over for promotion, someone in need of money. He’d find a way to get alongside them to assess their character and gauge which buttons he’d have to press to win them over. Then, once he’d made his pitch and met their demands, he’d instruct them to deploy Ziggy’s code using a company computer.

But Cooper had never heard of someone identifying, recruiting and tasking an agent in such a short timeframe. People needed to be handled with care; you needed to make sure they felt valued, appreciated and rewarded, and that couldn’t be done at speed.

“Charlie?”

“I’ll find a way,” he said. “Write the code and I’ll get someone inside NetGuardian to open the door and let us in.”
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Cooper sat on the steps outside the Art Faculty of Tel Aviv University. He was struggling to find an answer to the challenge Ziggy had set. How could he get someone inside NetGuardian to use Ziggy’s code?

A cypress tree provided Cooper with some shade from the bright sun, and he sipped at a coffee he’d bought from a student café. He’d stopped on the way to drop his bag at his hotel and change into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, so he didn’t look too out of place. The students milling around certainly seemed to accept his presence unquestioningly, probably assuming he was a junior professor or a foreign post-graduate student.

He gazed out over expansive lawns dotted with palm trees. Leah was right, he thought. Tel Aviv made it easy to forget you were in the Middle East. In fact, without the background hubbub of Hebrew, it would’ve been difficult to tell that you were in Israel rather than the United States. The students wore T-shirts of their favourite bands, played frisbee and clustered in small groups to talk or flirt or enjoy the warm spring sunshine.

The only thing that had set an alarm bell ringing was the young woman who had watched him approach from one of the faculty’s upper windows. As he neared the low, grey building, she’d pulled back abruptly out of sight, worried that he might see her. If she’d stayed still, he would have simply assumed she was just another student. Abrupt movement was an instant giveaway for someone doing surveillance. She was in her mid-twenties, he guessed, older than most of the students, with black hair secured with a red bandana and wearing an oversized pair of sunglasses with a tortoise-shell frame.

Let her watch, he thought. She needs to be sure I’m here alone.

Cooper sipped his coffee and waited. After five minutes, a good-looking young man with a mop of curly brown hair and a weightlifter’s physique appeared in front of him.

“Come with me,” he said quietly but forcefully, turning on his heel and walking down the steps without waiting to check that Cooper was coming.

They walked down the broad tree-lined avenue and turned to cross an expanse of lawn toward a low cluster of buildings where bicycles were stored in multi-layered racks. On the way, they had to step around sprinklers watering the grass. The young man was wearing a sleeveless T-shirt and walked with the puffed-up gait of someone who was proud of his physique. Cooper followed him around a corner. He watched the man’s back stiffen and knew that he was about to attempt something. Cooper didn’t resist when he swung around, stepped forward and grabbed a handful of Cooper’s shirt, pushing him back against the brick wall.

“Who the hell are you?”

Cooper controlled his urge to laugh. He was always amazed by the way people conflated muscles with the ability to use violence, as though biceps made you a better fighter. In moments of conflict, knowing what to do and being the first to do it was more important than being able to bench heavy weights. The young man who was pressing him back against the wall didn’t realise how vulnerable he had left himself to any number of strikes that would turn the tables in a heartbeat.

But Cooper understood what was happening. Let them think they’re in control. This is about reassuring them I’m not a threat.

“I’m Charlie,” he said calmly. “Freddy’s half-brother. I spoke to his girlfriend on the phone, and she told⁠—”

“Shut up. I know who you say you are. I’m asking who you really are.”

“I’m not lying to you. I⁠—”

“I’m going to ask you a simple question. If you don’t give me the right answer, you’re in trouble.”

This time, Cooper couldn’t help but smile. “No more threats, please.”

The young man turned red. He pulled Cooper away from the wall and then pushed him back hard against it. Cooper took hold of the man’s two wrists and twisted them down and away in opposite directions. The man stepped back, wincing in pain, astonished by how easily he’d been disarmed. He bunched his fist and swung for Cooper’s jaw. The punch was so clearly telegraphed that Cooper had all the time in the world to step forward and deliver a sharp jab with stiffened fingers into the man’s gut.

He grunted and slid to the ground.

Cooper knelt down beside him. “Are you okay?”

The man nodded.

“Ask your question.”

The man looked at him with a scowl. “What?”

“You said you had a question. I assume it’s a test to see if I am who I say I am.”

“When you were boys,” he said, still breathing heavily from Cooper’s strike, “your brother did something to you that made you angry. What was it?”

Cooper knew that the question hadn’t come from Freddy himself. “You can take your pick from a thousand and one examples. He threw my new bike in the canal. He stabbed me with a compass. He cut my hair while I was asleep. Freddy and I had a difficult relationship.” Cooper took his passport from his back pocket, holding it open at the photograph page. “Here.”

He held out a hand for the young man and pulled him effortlessly to his feet.

“Shall we go and see her?”
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The young dark-haired woman in the red polka dot bandana stood beneath a cedar tree and watched them approach. She was strikingly attractive, but anxiety had creased her mouth and eyes and she looked tired. The young man spoke rapidly to her in Hebrew.

She looked at Cooper and gestured towards a nearby bench. “Shall we sit? My name’s Talia.”

They sat in silence as the young man walked away from them, once again puffing out his chest and holding his arms awkwardly to exaggerate his physique. He looked like a little boy who’d had his sweets taken away.

“He told me that you are who you say. But I can tell things didn’t go exactly as he planned.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings,” Cooper said. “He’s being a good friend to you.”

She snorted. “He wants to go out with me. That’s what he wants. He told me he could handle you. We were standing inside the art department watching you through the window. Did you see me?”

Cooper nodded.

“I thought so. Look at him, my friend said. Anyone can handle a scrawny guy like that. He said you looked like an accountant. But I wasn’t so sure. Freddy said that he once saw you in London at some family event when you were back from one of your postings overseas. He came into the room when you were changing into your suit, and he saw a scar on your back. You wouldn’t tell him what it was.”

“No,” he said. “I wouldn’t.”

“It started him thinking there might have been more to your career as a diplomat than you let on.”

Cooper was quiet. There was nothing to be gained by pursuing that line of conversation. There was some value in Talia understanding that he was uniquely qualified to help Freddy, that she should offer him whatever assistance she could. Beyond that, though, his was a world he simply couldn’t talk about.

Talia chuckled. “Your silence tells me all I need to know.”

“Why all this cloak and dagger?” he asked. “I’ve come to see Freddy, and you put me through this whole rigmarole with your friend. What’s going on?”

“Tell me why you’re here.”

“Isn’t it obvious? I want to know where Freddy is. I want to know he’s alright.”

Talia pulled back and looked at him with an incredulous expression. “You? From what Freddy said, you’re the last person in the world who’d help him.”

“We didn’t always get along. That’s true—but family is family.”

They watched as a young couple holding hands roller-skated past.

“That’s it?” Talia said. “That’s your explanation?”

“I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Freddy was three years older than me. Until he hit adolescence, we were as thick as thieves. We did everything together. But then something happened. It was like a switch had been flicked. I was desperate for his approval, but suddenly he wanted nothing to do with me. The only times he’d even look at me were when he wanted to punch me, or steal something, or tease me. I became the butt of all his jokes. All the secret games we used to play together, the tree houses we built, the dams across the stream behind our house––he turned his back on all of it. I hardened to it. I grew a thick skin. In that sense, I’m grateful. He’s part of what made me what I am today. But I can’t pretend I understand it or that it doesn’t still hurt.”

It surprised Cooper to find it was still an emotional subject to talk about. He was a fully grown man, a trained killer who’d learned to suppress his emotions and compartmentalise the parts of his life. But the possibility that something had happened to Freddy was breaking down the walls. He couldn’t keep a lid on his feelings. His professional and personal worlds were bleeding together for the first time, and it scared him. That moment a year ago when Freddy had reached out to him flashed across his mind. It wasn’t much, just a single text asking how he was. Cooper hadn’t told Control about it because he was ashamed to admit he’d ignored it. Had that been his last chance to connect with Freddy?

Had that been a cry for help, one that would have changed the way things had gone?

Had that been his chance to save Freddy’s life?

He opened and closed his fists. His breathing came quickly. More than anything, he craved the release of violence to cleanse him of the way he felt. He wanted Talia’s friend to come back and lay hands on him again.

“Are you okay?” asked Talia gently.

“I’m telling the truth,” he said finally. “Family is family. I’m here to help. Do you know where Freddy is or not?”

“I know that he was planning to fly back to London on Monday night. He was scared about something, so I told him to stay in my apartment and go to the airport from there. I offered to drive him. But he didn’t want to get me involved in whatever it was that he was doing.”

“Do you have any idea what that was?”

“Something to do with his job, I think. But…” She shrugged. “We’d been together for about six months when he started getting disillusioned with it. They paid well, he said, and the perks were amazing, but he had this phrase he used, something about the company being like an apple with a rotten core. You know—from the outside it looks red and shiny, but when you bite into it you get a mouthful of maggots.”

“That sounds like him. He had a colourful way of expressing himself.”

“He talked a lot about you. I think he felt bad about being a poor brother.”

“He had a rough deal with his father. I can’t blame him. My dad was always around, but Freddy’s dad was a loser. He resented me for that. He’d always say that we weren’t blood brothers, even though we had the same mother.” Cooper looked up. “Did he say anything else about his job? Or what he was planning to do?”

“No––he was careful to keep me out of it. He used to say that he could hop on a plane and get out of their reach whenever he wanted, but I’m an Israeli, and so I can’t do the same. He was very careful to keep me at a distance when it came to his work. That meant not telling me anything.”

“Nothing?”

“To be honest, the last few months have been difficult. We argued a lot. He was drinking whenever I saw him, and he was struggling to sleep. I think he might have got hold of some sleeping pills from somewhere, and that helped for a while. When he told me he was going back to London, we had a big row. We kind of broke up.”

“So you have no idea where he is now? Or what might have happened to him?”

“None, other than I’m sure it had something to do with his work.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “But I’ll help you if you’re here to look for him. Whatever it takes to find out what happened.”

Cooper sat back, closed his eyes and lifted his face to the sun, his mind racing through all the options. There weren’t many.

“Everything leads back to NetGuardian,” he said.

“He said it was like Fort Knox. They’ll never tell you anything.”

“If you know what you’re doing, even Fort Knox is vulnerable.”
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The growling in Cooper’s stomach reminded him he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He told the taxi driver to pull over and got out beside a food stand on the beach. He guzzled a bottle of water and watched as the vendor expertly slit open a pita bread and loaded it with falafel, lettuce, peppers, chillies and a yoghurt sauce, wrapping the over-filled sandwich in a piece of newspaper.

The other reason for stopping was because he’d spotted a tail: a dark blue moped that always stayed at least three cars away from Cooper’s taxi. He knew there’d be other vehicles, plus operatives on foot, and stopping unexpectedly would make them adapt and maybe even force them into the open. He ran through the possibilities. Could Israeli intelligence have spotted his arrival? Probably not. The likeliest scenario, it seemed to him, was that the surveillance team had been dispatched by Freddy’s employers to keep tabs on where he went and who he spoke to.

Cooper had taken his first bite when his phone rang. He didn’t recognise the number.

“Yes?”

“Global Logistics. Hold the line, please.”

Cooper checked his watch. Damn. He’d missed the deadline for reporting back to Control. He’d only missed it by a few minutes, but that was enough. Another thought––an even more unwelcome one––forced itself into his thoughts.

Control has spoken to Ziggy.

Control knows that you went behind his back.

Cooper braced himself. He didn’t have long to wait.

“You’re supposed to report back every twenty hours,” Control said.

Cooper quickly swallowed his mouthful. “Sorry, sir. I’ve been on the go since landing and haven’t found a moment. It won’t happen again.”

Was it possible this was just Control checking in with him? Or was Control giving him a chance to come clean about Ziggy?

“Go on, then—report.”

“Freddy’s employers stonewalled me. They suggested he might’ve harmed himself, which I don’t believe for a second. I think it’s more likely that they’re complicit in his disappearance and their defence is going to be that Freddy did it to himself.”

“Do you think he’s alive?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been to his apartment. Someone definitely broke in, but there are signs that Freddy may have been expecting them. If that was the case, he would’ve had an escape route prepared—I’m sure of it. So there’s a chance he got away and has gone into hiding.”

“What else?”

“I’ve spoken to Freddy’s girlfriend. She told me he was stressed about something in the months before he disappeared, but he wouldn’t tell her what it was.”

“Sounds like you’ve hit a brick wall.”

“Not at all, sir.”

“What are your plans?”

Was this when he was supposed to come clean and tell Control about his call with Ziggy? Cooper thought quickly. “Freddy’s girlfriend has given me the phone numbers of some of his friends to see if anyone had contact with him. It’s always possible that one of them helped him get away.”

He hadn’t even bothered to ask Talia about Freddy’s friends. If Freddy wouldn’t tell her what was going on, because he wanted to keep her from getting involved, it was unlikely that he would’ve dragged others into the mess. Cooper felt deeply uncomfortable lying to Control. It wasn’t just that trust was essential in the murky world they both inhabited. Control was someone he respected, someone whose judgement he knew was solid, whose motives were aligned with his own. He would’ve liked nothing more than to have a frank and open conversation with him about what to do next, but he couldn’t risk he’d be ordered home.

“Have you stayed within the parameters we discussed?”

“Yes, sir. I haven’t used any physical force.”

It was another lie, technically speaking, but Cooper considered nothing that had happened so far as actual violence.

“Eleven—it is unacceptable that you did not report back as ordered. This entire operation was already unorthodox, and now you’ve broken the first rule I stipulated. I’m already regretting giving you permission to go.” He was quiet. Cooper held his breath as he waited. “Once more breach and you will be recalled. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I expect you to report back in eight hours.”

The line went dead. Cooper understood he probably had another day or two before Control pulled the plug. He was going to have to hurry. The problem was that he’d jeopardised his relationship with Control and the Group for something that he did not know he’d be able to pull off.

Ziggy was working on a hack, but Cooper had no clue how they would get his code into NetGuardian’s servers.

His phone beeped.

Speak of the devil.

There was a message from Ziggy.

>> It’s rough around the edges, but it’ll do the job. Check the usual place. Good luck.

The usual place was the draft folder of an email account to which they both had access.

Cooper took a last bite of the falafel and screwed the paper into a ball, looking around for a bin. He had the weapon now, thanks to Ziggy’s brilliance; but how to get it inside the company? How to trick an employee into using it? Something on the newspaper wrapping caught his eye. He unfolded it and scanned the story, an unimportant piece buried in the back of the paper about a minor political development in Iran.

Something in the article snagged his attention.

He read the story again, a clear idea taking shape in his mind.
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Cooper got out of the taxi and crossed the street to meet Talia; she was standing in the lobby of Freddy’s building. He’d called ahead to instruct her to wait for him off the street and out of sight. It was possible NetGuardian’s surveillance goons had seen him meet her at the university, but he didn’t want them to realise she had agreed to help him find Freddy.

Right on cue, as he crossed the road, a familiar blue moped cruised past while a passenger riding pillion used a mobile phone to take a picture of him. He guessed they’d report back that he was simply re-visiting Freddy’s apartment to search for clues.

“Why are we here, Charlie?” asked Talia once he was inside the cool lobby.

“I’ll explain.”

They climbed the stairs to Leah’s apartment on the third floor. As soon as Leah saw Talia, she beamed. “You found her!”

She spoke rapidly in Hebrew to Leah. Although Charlie couldn’t understand, it seemed that Leah was offering sympathetic words about Freddy’s disappearance.

“Come through,” said Leah. “I’ve made some coffee.”

They sat around the kitchen table while Leah poured coffee from a brass pot into small cups.

“I have an idea,” Cooper said, taking a sip of the bitter cardamon-flavoured coffee. “But I can’t do it without your help, and I want to make sure you both understand the risks involved.” He looked intently at them both. He needed them to understand the gravity of what he was about to suggest. “The only way we’ll be able to find out what happened to Freddy is through the company. We’ve got to steal Freddy’s file.”

Talia exhaled. “How the hell can we do that?”

“I have a friend who is very good at writing code. He’ll help us hack them.”

“Charlie, sweetheart,” said Leah, an expression on her face that suggested Cooper had gone mad. “That’s what they do. They stop that kind of thing from happening—including for governments. Your friend might be a genius, but there’s no way he’s good enough to just waltz through their firewall. You’ve⁠—”

Talia put her hand gently on Leah’s arm to pause her. “Let’s hear Charlie out.”

Cooper smiled at her. “We’re going to walk right into reception, leave the code for someone to find and wait for them to use it on themselves.”

It was Cooper’s behind-the-scenes knowledge of Israeli intelligence operations over the years that had given him the idea. He’d first heard of Stuxnet when working for MI6. It was a malicious computer programme that the Israelis and the US had co-developed to target Iran’s nuclear weapon programme, in particular the highly secretive facility in the Natanz region in the centre of the country. Once the code was introduced into the software that controlled the Iranian machinery, it caused centrifuges to rotate out of control and rip themselves to pieces. By the time it was detected, the virus had destroyed a fifth of Iran’s centrifuges, setting back their nuclear ambitions by at least a generation.

Like many intelligence professionals, Cooper hadn’t realised until then just how potent a cyber weapon could be. He still thought in terms of human sources, dead-letter boxes, wet jobs and the traditional art of surveillance. But the world was changing. A traditional military strike on Iran by the US and Israel would have carried risk for the perpetrators: loss of life, diplomatic isolation and even military retaliation by the Iranians. All of that had been avoided. Instead, an invisible, untraceable and thoroughly deniable cyber weapon had brought Iran to its knees.

What particularly fascinated Cooper were the rumours he’d picked up from foreign contacts about the way the joint Israeli-US team had infiltrated the malware into the Iranian programme; they’d relied on good old human fallibility. A computer scientist in New Delhi told Cooper that the virus had been installed on dozens of USB sticks, and a retired Israeli special forces major let slip after a few drinks that these had been planted by agents in numerous sites near to the Natanz facility: hotel lobbies, restaurants, mosques and schools. The hope was that someone who worked in the facility would pick up one of the sticks, forget where they’d found it, and inadvertently use it at work. The US and Israel didn’t have to worry about the USBs infecting other computer systems because the virus had been written to operate only when coming into contact with the technical infrastructure of the nuclear facility.

The person who brought down the Iranian nuclear programme was most likely an employee, someone oblivious to the fact that they were responsible for unleashing the virus.

“It’s been done before,” Cooper said. “We just need to get someone inside NetGuardian to upload the malicious code for us.”

“How?” Talia frowned.

“With this.”

He placed a small plastic tub on the table. On one side was a sticker with the name and logo of the company. It was filled with twenty identical USB sticks that Cooper had bought that morning, each one adorned with a sticker also showing the company logo. Cooper had stopped at an internet café that morning to install Ziggy’s virus on each USB.

“We leave this inside the headquarters. Someone picks one up, uses it on their computer and bingo. The second that happens, we get in and look for what we need.”

Leah started to object. “But⁠—”

“I’ve been inside, Leah. They’ve got company-branded items in the lobby for people to use. Notebooks, pens. Why wouldn’t they give out thumb drives, too?” He turned to Talia. “But there is a problem—I can’t do it. I’ve been in and they threw me out.” He turned to Talia. “Does NetGuardian know you at all? Did Freddy tell them about you? Take you to an office drinks party or something?”

“No, never,” she said. “I told you—he wanted to keep me away from them.” She paused and looked away, as though deciding. “You think it’ll help find him?”

“I’m open to other ideas.”

“It’s fine. I’ll do it.”

Leah was unconvinced. “So that’s it?” said Leah. “Talia’s going to walk into their HQ, give them the virus and wait for them to unleash it on themselves? I’ve never heard anything so crazy, Charlie. God help us all.”

“There’s something I need from you, too,” Cooper said. “We need to monitor the virus from somewhere far away from here. There’s a chance they’ll detect the attack and track it. If that happens, we don’t want them coming to your apartment or to Talia’s apartment. We want them coming somewhere we can quickly leave, somewhere that doesn’t link back in any way to either of you.”

“I know just the place. Shall I show you?”

Cooper stood up.

“I’ve got one small thing to take care of first,” he said.
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In one respect, Cooper wasn’t too concerned about being followed. After all, he’d behaved provocatively at the company in order to see how they would respond, and their behaviour had told him they had something to hide. It was only natural they’d dispatch a team to monitor his movements around the city. But he needed to keep the next phase of his plan hidden. If they knew that he’d persuaded both Leah and Talia to help him in his search for Freddy, they’d cast their net wider to include both women. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

He emerged from the building, crossed the road and headed down a narrow street in the direction of the local farmers’ market, which Leah had assured him would be in full swing at this time of the morning. He walked at a moderate pace, fast enough to jolt the surveillance team into action, but not so fast that they’d worry he was trying to get away from them. At least not yet. He took a sharp left down an alleyway and popped out onto a wide, pedestrianised street, a colourful banner above his head informing locals of an upcoming theatre production of ‘Death of a Salesman’.

The wooden trestle tables on either side of the street were groaning with local produce, from organic cherries to bags of wild za’atar. A busker sang Israeli settler songs on his guitar to a small audience. Cooper stopped to browse at a stall selling handmade leather bags before continuing on his way.

Crowded spaces are difficult for surveillance teams to cover. It’s hard to keep your target in line of sight, especially if they look like most of the other people in the crowd, and if they turn off down a side street, you can waste valuable seconds fighting your way through the bodies to get back into position behind them. The only solution is to get your operatives up close behind the target.

Cooper knew this better than anyone. Without turning to look, he was able to discern a young man with three days’ worth of stubble pushing his way in his direction. The other issue for the surveillance team was profile. The shoppers milling around Cooper were mostly retired, since it was a regular workday. They were the sort of people who carried cloth tote bags, wore sandals and bought organic food. The young man pushing through the crowd, however, looked as though he had just stepped out of a military boot camp.

Cooper paused at a stall to try a glass of sahlab. The operative following him was carried past Cooper by the dense crowd, and by the time he’d managed to work his way to the side and steal a glance behind him, Cooper had disappeared from sight.

Cooper was already twenty feet away, in a warren of alleyways, and moving quickly, turning left and then right to ensure that anyone following him would have to break cover and start running. Before long, he heard the sound of footsteps and the crackle of a radio as the operative notified the rest of the team that he’d lost control of their target. Cooper increased his own pace as he neared the end of the alleyway. He heard the revving of engines nearby as the other surveillance vehicles scrambled to locate him. He saw a broomstick leaning outside a door. He grabbed it, and as he walked, he unscrewed the handle from the base.

The blue moped crawled down the road, running perpendicular to him, slowing as it passed the mouth of the alleyway to see if he was there. Cooper could track its progress by the sound of its noisy engine.

It came into view, and he was ready. He knelt and jabbed the broomstick in one fluid, hard motion directly at the front tyre of the scooter, knocking it off course. The wheel spun and hit the pavement, bringing the moped to a sudden stop. Cooper grabbed the pillion passenger around the neck and dragged him backwards off the moped. The rider saw what was happening, swung his leg over the moped and lunged towards Cooper, who delivered a single upward kick into the man’s groin, disabling him. He threw the passenger to one side, picked up the broomstick, and delivered several hard blows to the moped’s front wheel, rendering it useless.

He ran, disappearing into small streets that would take him––and the team following him––even further away from Leah and Talia, giving them the space to do what they needed to do.

He felt the usual buzz. He was out in the open now, engaging properly with the people he was convinced were responsible for Freddy’s disappearance.

And it felt good.
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Cooper got through to Leah on the third attempt.

“We’re here,” she said. “It’s all set up. Where are you?”

Cooper had made his way halfway across the city to a bustling coach terminal and was making the call from outside the men’s toilet. There were two risks he was trying to mitigate in leading the surveillance across the city. The first was the risk posed by physical surveillance: he wanted to get hostile bodies as far away from Leah and Talia as possible while they did what they needed to do. The second risk was technical: it was possible NetGuardian would use their technical capability and resources to identify what phone Cooper was using and intercept his calls.

That was why he had chosen a bus station. He’d been on the other side of operations like this and knew that trying to search through data for a new phone in a busy area filled with travellers––a bus station or an airport––was harder than searching for the proverbial needle in a haystack.

“The place is perfect,” Leah said. “I did a story years ago about the homeless community in Tel Aviv. They’ve been forced away from the coast by the police because the tourists don’t like them, and lots of them ended up in these old industrial parks on the outskirts. It doesn’t feel very safe, but––inshallah––we’ll be gone before nightfall. The place is a maze, too––it’ll be really hard for anyone to find us.”

“I’ve led their team to the other side of the city,” he said. “They won’t be expecting something to happen at their HQ.” He checked his watch; at some point, he was going to have to update Control. “How’s Talia feeling about her part?”

“Nervous. I can’t blame her.”

“Can I speak to her?”

Cooper scanned the crowd for anything that looked suspicious. Talia came on the line.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“Okay.”

“Being worried is okay. It’d be strange if you weren’t.”

“Do you still get worried?”

The truth was that Cooper never felt worried when he was in the field. That was mainly because the importance of thorough preparation had been drilled into him over the years. He left nothing to chance. Anxiety was rooted in uncertainty, or so he had been taught. If you knew what you were going to do, and how you were going to do it, and how you would adapt if the situation changed, there was no reason for anxiety. But this mission was different. It took Talia asking to make him realise that he was worried. He was worried because he cared.

But it was the last thing he could admit to Talia.

“I’ve been around the block too many times for that,” he said. “Do you have everything you need?”

“Yes.”

“Happy with your cover story?”

“It’s memorised.”

“You’re going to nail this. Freddy would be proud of you.”
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Talia stepped forward and the glass doors of NetGuardian ’s office slid open soundlessly. She controlled an urge to look around. It’d make her look uncertain, and Cooper had repeated over and over again the importance of self-confidence. If she believed in herself, others would too. That was all there was to it.

The lobby was exactly as Cooper had described: the polished marble floor, the lemon tree in the middle, growing through the roof, and the massive, tinted windows with a knockout view of the beach and the ocean. She could hear classical music playing softly in the background. She sensed rather than saw a uniformed security guard standing to one side, staring at her. He would evaluate her, making a decision based on her demeanour and clothing whether she looked like someone who belonged here. He took a half-step towards her; she pushed back her shoulders, lifted her chin and strode confidently towards the reception desk.

Talia, Leah, and Cooper had spent a lot of time debating what Talia’s cover story should be. She needed to make some sort of enquiry that would explain why she was there in the first place, but not the sort of enquiry that would force the receptionist to call someone senior down to speak to her. Leah suggested she say she was writing an article about NetGuardian for the university newspaper, but Charlie rejected that: too easy to check. It’d also mean that when Talia didn’t follow through with an actual article, the company’s press officer might get suspicious. Talia suggested she should enquire about a job. Leah had dismissed it: what if they ask for a CV?

It was Charlie who came up with an idea they could all agree on.

Talia stepped forward to the desk, summoned up her courage, and spoke loudly.

“I’m here to collect a package.”

The receptionist looked up and down her desk. Finding nothing, she turned around and scanned the floor behind her. “What package?”

“I don’t know,” said Talia, feigning irritation. “I was sent to collect a package for Mr Benjamin Feldman. I was told it would be ready.”

“I can’t see anything here. Who’s it from?”

Talia sighed loudly. “I don’t have time to wait. They told me it would be ready.”

The receptionist looked keen to avoid an argument. “I’m so sorry about this. If you can find out who the package is from, I’ll call them now and we’ll get it down to you. Is that okay?”

Talia nodded and looked around. She spotted a bank of leather couches across the lobby, next to the coffee machine. She strode over, placed her bag on a chair, and rummaged through it for her mobile. She pretended to make a call and had a one-sided conversation in which she complained the package wasn’t ready. She scanned her surroundings, waiting for the right moment.

Talia glanced back at the receptionist. A delegation of Japanese visitors had arrived. While still talking into her phone and with her back to the reception, Talia reached into her bag and took out the plastic tub filled with Ziggy’s infected USBs. She placed it next to the jar of branded pens and the pile of branded notebooks. She reached for a water cup and filled it from the large water jug.

She remembered Charlie’s advice: once you’ve put them down, there’ll be a voice in your head screaming at you to leave. Ignore it. Stay for at least another minute. Finish your phone call and then walk calmly back to the reception desk.

Charlie impressed her. She still didn’t know what he did, and she had a feeling he’d never tell her, but there was a quiet authority to him that said he’d done these things himself.

She counted down the last few seconds, hung up her pretend phone call, picked up her bag and walked across the lobby. The woman she’d spoken to before was still dealing with the Japanese delegation. Talia waved to get her attention. “I got the wrong day. My fault.”

The receptionist smiled back. She’d already forgotten what it was about.

As the glass doors slid shut behind her, Talia allowed herself to exhale fully for the first time.

Job done. Now they just had to hope for a stroke of luck.
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Leah was the first to notice that Cooper had stretched out on the hard concrete floor, his eyes closed, and his arms folded across his chest.

“Charlie,” she called out. “Wake up.”

Talia grabbed an empty paper coffee cup and hurled it playfully at Cooper. He caught it and threw it back.

“How can you sleep?” she said. “It’s working. Why aren’t you watching with us?”

There was no point trying to explain to her about patience. Targets never turned up on time, and sitting around waiting nervously was a fool’s game. Yes, someone had fallen for their ruse and plugged in one of the infected USBs, but he knew that a thousand and one things could still go wrong. NetGuardian’s defences might still detect and block the malware, or the personnel files might be kept on an entirely different server. Anything was possible.

They were in a low-ceilinged warehouse in an industrial park on the outskirts of Tel Aviv. Many of the units surrounding them were unoccupied, but there were some others here; Cooper had seen a delivery company, a car-parts supply firm and a pet food manufacturer. The whole area was down-at-heel. Windows were smashed, graffiti covered the walls, and stray dogs nosed through piles of uncollected rubbish. On the far edge of the industrial park was an area that had been taken over by homeless people. The security had given up trying to move them along and now seemingly tolerated their presence. Even the unit they were in showed some signs of recent occupation. Food wrappers were piled up in the corner, and a dirty sleeping bag had been strung across one of the windows like a makeshift curtain.

Cooper stretched, yawned and got up. He checked his watch. He wasn’t due to check in with Control for another hour but decided that he might as well make use of the dead time. Stepping outside the warehouse, he punched a number into his phone. He waited for the usual clicks as the call was re-routed multiple times until it was completely secure.

He used the usual routine and waited for Control. He wiped the dirty window of the warehouse with his sleeve. It looked as though Talia was talking to Leah about something that was making her emotional. He wondered if it was her relationship with Freddy. The two women seemed to be developing a bond.

He heard a click and Control’s voice came on the line.

“You’re early.”

“Sorry, sir. Lost track of time.”

“Rubbish. You’re calling now because you expect to be busy later.”

Control had seen through his lie.

“I have an appointment later on⁠—”

“Think very carefully. If you lie, we’re done. As far as the Group is concerned, you’ll be dead. Take a moment to think and then tell me what’s really happening.”

Cooper peered again through the dirty warehouse window. Leah and Talia were still huddled around the computer. He could hear the low murmur of Hebrew.

He had no choice but to tell the truth. “You told me not to use force.”

“I did.”

“I’m working within the conditions you imposed. If the circumstances were different and I was off the leash, my natural instinct would be either to kidnap Freddy’s boss or break into the office and steal Freddy’s file. But both of those would involve force, so I decided against either.”

“So?”

“So that’s why I’m going to hack their computers and steal Freddy’s file that way.”

“How’d you do that?”

“I asked Ziggy Penn from Group Two to help. He wrote the code we’re using.” Control remained silent. “I’ve taken every possible precaution to make sure our tracks will be covered. There’s a risk to this, I accept that, but it’s a proportionate risk in light of what I’m trying to achieve. The alternative would be to give up and come home, which I am simply unwilling to do.”

“You might think you’ve stayed within the letter of our agreement.”

“I do, sir.”

“We both know you’ve strayed beyond its spirit. What you are proposing is a crime. What you are proposing is something NetGuardian will almost certainly detect, given their expertise. There is every chance it’ll lead to the involvement of the police and the Israeli intelligence agencies, with the inevitable political consequences.”

Cooper heard a shout. Putting his hand over the mouthpiece, he hurried across to the window and peered through. Leah and Talia were waving at him excitedly and pointing at the computer.

“What’s more,” said Control, “I could not have been clearer in my instructions that you were not allowed access to any Group resources. Yet you went behind my back and contacted Penn. I’ll deal with him separately but⁠—”

“He didn’t know this was unauthorised. This is all on me. I told him that I had your blessing.”

“Which makes your conduct more unforgiveable.”

“I’m sorry,” Cooper said, “I’ve got to go.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry, sir. I’ll call you back as soon as I can.”

“Eleven, if you hang up⁠—”

Copper hung up.
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Cooper sat at the table, trying to make sense of the lines of code appearing rapidly on the screen.

“I think it’s working. The employee who used the stick is in the finance department.” Cooper turned to Talia and smiled. “You did it.”

“How long will it take to work?” Leah asked.

“If it can find it? Not long.” The screen flashed. “Check that—it’s found it.”

Cooper dragged the files onto his desktop and opened them.

Leah looked over his shoulder. “What does it say?”

Cooper followed the text with his finger. “This is the CV that Freddy sent to the company two years ago. There’s some correspondence with the HR department.” He scanned the lines quickly, looking for something new or relevant. “Back-and-forth about his salary.”

Leah pointed. “This bit here—the bit in Hebrew. It’s a list of his assignments within NetGuardian. He worked for three months on the beta development of a new product… designation X4458. He contributed to the rollout of the same product, overseeing the identification of bugs. Then he was briefly the manager of a team, but there’s a note here saying that he wanted to return to coding. That’s when they put him on Project Firestorm—whatever that is.” She used her finger to scan down the dense paragraphs of text. “They have security classifications within NetGuardian.”

“What’s Firestorm?”

“The highest—triple red.”

Charlie tried to scroll down to the next segment, but the page froze.

“Is everything alright?” asked Talia.

“I don’t know. It’s stopped.”

He bent over the keyboard and typed rapidly.

“It’s coming back to me now,” said Leah, screwing her eyes shut to retrieve some long-lost memory. “I remember Firestorm. It was the code word for one of their most controversial projects. A journalist got a scoop from a whistle-blower who said it was being trialled by the authorities in Uzbekistan. NetGuardian sent employees to Tashkent to monitor the data and use it to improve the product. The Uzbeks planted Firestorm inside a free cyber security tool and when ordinary citizens and activists downloaded it, the tool fed all their data and private communications straight back to the authorities.”

Cooper looked up from the keyboard and ran a hand through his hair. He exhaled loudly. “It’s started again, but it’s slow.”

Several more pages appeared on the screen.

Leah frowned. “This is interesting. A different team took ownership of Freddy’s file. Jesus. They were intercepting his calls. This is a surveillance report. They were following him. They must have been really worried about something.”

Cooper attached a USB to the laptop and hit a key. “I’m going to download everything.”

There was the distant sound of a car horn outside.

“It’s just traffic,” said Leah. “Don’t worry about it.”

Cooper crossed to the windows, pulling back the dirty sleeping bag.

“Get your stuff ready,” he said to the two women.

“Why?” asked Leah. “What’s wrong?”

Cooper watched as a metallic grey van crawled into view about fifty metres away. He checked his watch; it’d been just over thirty minutes since the USB had first been used. Was it possible the company’s security team had spotted it, but let it run so they could track its signal back to the source?

“Now,” Cooper said urgently. “Close the laptop, grab your stuff.”

The van turned slowly so that its nose was pointing at the unit they were in and, with a sudden burst of acceleration, roared forward.

“Now!”
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Asmall grey cannister smashed through one window and clattered across the floor, releasing plumes of thick, acrid grey smoke. Cooper picked up the cannister and threw it straight back out the window, but a second cannister bounced inside.

“Quick!”

He picked up the laptop, running towards the far wall and a fire exit door that would give them access to the neighbouring unit. Another cannister smashed through a window. It was already impossible to see the main door. Cooper removed his T-shirt and wrapped it around his head to protect his eyes and lungs from the worst of it.

Leah grabbed the door handle and shook it vigorously. It wouldn’t open.

They heard shouts in Hebrew. Something crashed hard into the warehouse door, splintering the wood. Cooper pushed Leah aside, took one step back and then launched himself at the fire exit, sending it clattering off its hinges. He poked his head through into the vast adjacent warehouse space. Metal shelving units lined the walls, filled with boxes of all sizes, and a forklift truck was parked in the middle. He shepherded the others through and turned to take one last look behind him. He turned to leave. As he did so, a gloved hand reached out from the smoke to grab his shoulder roughly, its fingers digging into his flesh.

Cooper wheeled around. The man facing him was dressed head-to-toe in black, with body armour covering his torso and pads on his arms and thighs. A pair of goggles protected his eyes from the smoke and a mask across his nose and mouth stopped him from choking. He lifted a thin metal baton and whipped it across Cooper’s body. Cooper staggered against the door frame, his left arm stinging from the blow. A second swipe from the baton connected with the top of his right shoulder, hitting a nerve and sending pain down his arm.

Cooper dropped the laptop, and it cracked on the concrete floor.

The man raised the baton again, this time aiming for Cooper’s face. Cooper’s arms felt useless, but he found the strength to push the man back half a step. His fingers caught at the man’s mask and pulled it from his face; Cooper recognised David, the head of security who had had him thrown out of NetGuardian’s HQ on his first day.

David took a step forward, raising the baton again.

Cooper struck out. His fingers stiffened to a point, driving them into David’s neck. The man dropped the baton, both hands going to his injured neck. Cooper kicked him in the chest and David toppled backwards into the smoke.

“Come on!” shouted Talia.

He turned and ran through the door into the neighbouring warehouse. Free of the smoke, he could see Talia standing by an open door on the far side, but Leah had fallen on the way. She was sitting with both hands on her ankle, gripping it tightly.

He ran to her side and knelt down.

“Go on,” she said to him, her breath coming fast.

“I’ll help you.”

“No—go. They’re not after me. They’ll shout at me and ask me where you are, and I’ll do my helpless old lady act and tell them I don’t know.”

Two men dressed in black appeared at the door.

“Go!”

One man shouted at Cooper in Hebrew.

He ran for the door on the other side and grabbed Talia by the hand. “Follow me.”

Turning left and then right, they sprinted at toward the busy nearby road. Talia saw a taxi and threw out her arm. It stopped, and they got in.

“Do you think Leah will be alright?” Talia said.

“They’re not here to kill anyone. They want me.”

Talia rubbed the smoke out of her eyes and coughed. She shook her head. “What a disaster. They know who we are and what we’re doing. We haven’t even got the laptop.”

“Not exactly,” Cooper said.

“What do you mean?”

“I know where Freddy is.”


PART II
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Their 777 banked for a final time in its approach to Marrakesh and they began their descent. Cooper opened his eyes and winced. The baton blow had left a long red weal down his arm, breaking the skin, and it hurt every time he moved it.

Talia watched him from the neighbouring seat.

“Are you okay?”

“I’ll live.”

“Do you think it’s broken?”

“It’s just bruised. Could’ve been worse.”

The flight attendant walked past, checking that passengers were properly buckled in for the landing.

“Are you going to tell me what we’re going to do?”

Cooper pushed back his hair and rubbed his eyes. “It was when I saw Freddy’s CV. It’s crazy––there’s nothing I didn’t know. But when I saw a list of his hobbies, with surfing at the top, my mind flashed back to when we were both boys.”

“And?”

Cooper grinned. “I told you Freddy was always the wild one. When I was eleven and he was fourteen, we went on a family holiday to Morocco. We drove to the coast—to Essaouira—and rented these two really beaten-up old surfboards from an old French hippy on the beach. Freddy and I jumped into the water and started paddling. This was when we were still close. It turned into a crazy competition to see who could go further. The sea got rough and after a while I turned back. I tried to get him to come with me, but he just grinned the way he always did and kept on going. He was another fifty metres further out when this huge swell came out of nowhere and threw him off his board. I couldn’t see him. I was screaming his name over and over again, but my mother was too far away to do anything. I paddled towards him and found his surfboard. He was lying beside it. I think the board must have knocked his head because he was out cold. I dragged him onto my board and took him back to shore.”

“He never told me that.” Talia looked closely at Cooper. “But what’s that got to do with where he is now?”

“Freddy sent me three messages the night he disappeared. The last one said, ‘I think I’m out of my depth.’ I thought it then—it’s not the sort of thing Freddy would say. I think he meant it as a message that no one other than me would understand.”

“Telling you he was going to the place where he was literally out of his depth.”

“Exactly.”

Cooper rolled his neck to loosen the muscles and looked out of the window. There was so much he wanted to say to Freddy. More than anything, he wanted them to find a way back to that place where they were inseparable, where they looked out for each other. He wanted his brother back.

The plane bumped as it contacted the tarmac. Talia switched her phone on, and it beeped as messages came in.

“It’s Leah.” she said. “She’s letting us know she’s okay.” She read down the message and chuckled. “She says she told the company goons that she worked in one of the other warehouses and she tried to stop us. She said we pushed her over when we went through.”

“She’s certainly a quick thinker.”

“When one of them grabbed her arm and tried to ask her questions, she screamed the house down and told them they should all be ashamed of themselves.” Instinctively, she reached up to touch a silver brooch of an elephant clipped to her sweater. “She says she asked them if their mothers and grandmothers would be proud of them.”

“Is that from her?” asked Cooper, looking at the brooch.

“She gave it to me in the warehouse. She said the elephant was a traditional symbol of luck and it’d bring us good fortune.”

The passengers got up and retrieve their baggage from the overhead lockers. Cooper winced with pain as he unclipped his seatbelt.

“So, what now?” she asked as they slowly made their way towards the exit.

“Ever surfed before?”
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After a three-hour taxi ride from Marrakech airport in a westerly direction, Cooper and Talia arrived in the small coastal city of Essaouira. Cooper phoned ahead to book them both into a traditional Moroccan Riyad––a house with an indoor courtyard and garden––that had been converted into a hotel within the maze of alleyways that criss-crossed the ancient walled city.

It was dark by the time they arrived. Once they’d checked in to their hotel and changed, they set off to get their bearings. The narrow, winding streets were lined with whitewashed buildings with distinctive azure-blue shutters and doors. Artisanal workshops sold traditional woodcraft, and posters advertised the upcoming Gnaoua––Moroccan jazz––music festival. They could hear the sound of Atlantic waves crashing against the city’s coastal fortifications.

More than once Cooper recognised a place from his last visit there as an eleven-year-old, a café or a square where he, Freddy, and his parents had stopped for ice cream or a traditional Moroccan pastry. Cooper remembered Freddy’s fondness for a honey-covered pastry called chebakia, and the way both boys had both laughed at the way it sounded like the Star Wars character Chewbacca.

It seemed too good to be true that they’d simply bump into Freddy visiting old haunts, but that didn’t stop Cooper looking. He examined everyone they passed, hoping to see features as familiar to him as his own.

It was Talia who suggested they try a different approach. “We’re not going to get anywhere just walking around. Let’s think about this differently. Freddy’s message to you mentioned a time when he almost drowned. You’d both been surfing that day––correct?”

Cooper nodded.

“Where did you get your surfboards from?”

“An old French guy who lived on the beach.”

“So that’s our first port of call tomorrow morning. Was there anywhere else you went to that was linked to surfing?”

Cooper thought hard. “We hired wetsuits,” he said. “My mother was worried it’d be too cold in the water––and she was right––so we found an old surf shop here in the old city.” He stood up, looking around him, letting the long-buried thoughts return at their own speed. “It had red wooden shutters, I remember, and a poster of Bob Marley outside.”

“I haven’t seen anywhere like that,” said Talia.

“It was opposite…” He screwed his eyes shut, dredging his mind for the detail that evaded him. “I remember we were with my parents and crossed the road to the surf shop. Mum and Dad stayed behind.” He clicked his fingers. “It was a cultural centre. We were listening to Moroccan jazz but me and Freddy thought it was boring and went off to explore. My mother was surprised when we came back twenty minutes later with wetsuits.”

“We passed a cultural centre on our way. Do you remember? They were advertising cooking workshops.”

They hurried back through the darkening alleyways, avoiding the calls of shop owners inviting them in to look at the goods for sale. More than once they took a wrong turn, but the old medina was small enough that they found their way there, eventually.

Looking at the sight with fresh eyes, Cooper suddenly saw it as it had been all those years ago: run-down, white walls peeling in the salty Atlantic air, barely another tourist in sight. Now, even at this late hour, a small crowd of German sightseers were taking photographs of each other outside, and Cooper heard the sounds of jazz drifting out into the warm evening air.

The old surf shop was still there. The wooden shutters still bore traces of the original red paint. The Bob Marley poster had long been taken down, though, with a picture of Che Guevara hung in its place.

The bell above the door tinkled as they entered.

“Sorry, my friend––we are closing in a minute,” said the old man behind the counter. He was playing a game of chess on a computer.

Cooper opened his mouth to speak but Talia but a hand on his forearm. “We won’t keep you for long,” she said to the old man. “I’m looking for my friend, but someone stole my phone yesterday and I can’t get remember his number. We arranged to meet here.”

“What’s his name?”

“Freddy.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know a Freddy.”

“Loves surfing,” she said. “English guy, mid-thirties, medium build, brown hair.”

The man was losing patience. “That sounds like half the guys in town,” he said with a strained smile. He picked up a leaflet and slapped it down on the counter. “Take this. There’s a map on the back with all the best beaches. If your friend is a surfer, he’ll be out tomorrow. The waves are going to be very good. Perhaps you’d like to rent wetsuits yourselves. What do you say?”
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Cooper and Talia were awake before dawn. They ate a quick breakfast of eggs, warm bread and bitter qahwa coffee on the roof of their hotel, listening to the waves crashing against the rocks while gulls swooped and circled far above. Neither spoke. They both felt that they were nearing the end of their search and were aware that failing to locate Freddy here meant either that he was gone forever or––worse than that––dead. It was always possible that David and NetGuardian’s security team had killed him and were now trying to limit the fallout.

It was Cooper who broke the silence. He spread out the map from the surf shop on the table.

“You pick. Which beach first?”

She considered the options.

“Which one is the beach with the old French hippy? The one where Freddy almost drowned?”

Cooper pointed to a beach on the map.

“Let’s start there.”
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They picked up their rental car, a battered old grey Skoda Yeti parked outside the ancient medina walls and set off. Traffic was sparse and moved at a leisurely pace, in keeping with the holiday atmosphere. Essaouira was a popular stopping-point on the hippie trail of the sixties and seventies, and Cooper remembered the game he and Freddy had made up to keep themselves entertained all those years ago; they’d keep a tally of the number of brightly coloured VW camper vans they encountered on the roads. Cooper was surprised to see that the tradition was alive and well and kept count silently in his head.

As they neared the beach, he shifted into a lower gear to negotiate the bumpy terrain. There were a dozen other cars and jeeps parked there already, and he could see the tiny ant-like figures of surfers already out riding the waves. The early morning clouds had cleared, and it promised to be a clear, warm day.

Cooper and Talia set off along the beach.

“We should have bought binoculars,” said Talia. “It’s hard to see anyone from here.”

“If he’s here, we’ll spot him. I’d recognise him anywhere. And if I’m right about his coded message, he’s not trying to hide from us––he wants us to find him.” He caught sight of something and pointed. “I can’t believe it.”

“What?”

“The old hippy is still here.”

They walked over to a man reclining in a deck chair while he drank from a can of beer. A stereo next to him played Bob Marley tunes. He must have been in his seventies, but his lean physique belonged to a much younger man. His grey hair hung in dreadlocks around his face.

“Hey, man,” he called out to Cooper. “What about you doing back? You want a wetsuit?”

Talia grabbed Cooper’s arm with excitement.

“I think you’re confusing me with my brother,” Cooper said with a disarming grin. “He looks a bit like me, just a bit bigger.”

The old hippy peered at him. “My wife’s always telling me to wear my glasses.”

“When did you see him?”

“Not for a few days.”

“Doesn’t he surf here?” asked Talia.

“He did, a few times, but I think he’s headed along the coast. The waves in Agadir are really good at this time of year––better.”

Talia’s heart sank. “Are you sure?”

“He said he was waiting for someone, but they hadn’t showed up.” He looked at Cooper. “You might be smaller than him, but I’m pretty sure I’ve got a wetsuit that’ll fit you.”

Cooper thanked the man, and they continued their walk along the beach.

“If he’s gone from here, then it’ll be impossible to find him,” Talia said. “There are dozens and dozens of surfing spots along the coast. It’ll take us weeks to search them all.”

They walked down to the water’s edge and stood looking out to sea. A small girl in a bright yellow wetsuit chased her ball into the waves, screaming and shouting with delight. “Mummy, mummy––look at me!”

Cooper turned to look at the mother. She was sitting on a blanket surrounded by toys. “Are you English?”

“We are,” she replied with a friendly smile. “But we’re on the road. We’ve come through Europe and crossed to here from Spain. Next stop is the Atlas Mountains.”

“How long have you been here in Essaouira?”

“A few weeks,” she said. “My husband’s mad on surfing. If he had his way, we’d stay here forever.”

A young man with long matted blonde hair and a surfboard under his arm jogged up to them.

“You may be able to help us,” Cooper said. “We’re actually looking for someone––my brother. But he’s vanished and we can’t get hold of him. He was here until pretty recently.”

“English?” said the husband. “There’s a pretty crazy surfer I’ve seen a few times. Takes some wild risks. Brown hair, pretty strong looking, keeps to himself. Is that him?”

Talia breathed in sharply.

Cooper nodded. “Sounds like him. Do you know where he hangs out?”

“Sorry,” said the husband. “The only reason I remember him is that he drives this amazing old turquoise camper van. One of the classics with the split screen.” He looked at his wife. “Do you remember? I said it was my dream ride.” He picked up his little daughter and threw her high in the air. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help. Good luck finding him.”

Cooper and Talia hurried back to their rental car. Cooper started the engine while Talia studied the map.

“We could drive back to the medina and search the car parks there,” she suggested. “It sounds distinctive.”

“He won’t be staying in a hotel. That’s the whole point of getting a van. It allows him to stay off the beaten track in case the people who come looking for him aren’t friendly.”

Cooper gunned the engine and pulled the battered grey car onto the highway. He tried to think through what he would do if he was in Freddy’s position. He’d find somewhere close to access roads in and out of the area, in case he needed to make a quick escape. He’d look for high ground so that he could see everyone coming. He’d want to be near a beach for his morning surf, but not one of the busy beaches, not the one that the old guy in the surf shop had recommended. Somewhere on the outskirts of town.

He pulled the car over and took the map from Talia. It was suddenly obvious to him: a small town twenty-three kilometres to the south called Sidi Kaouki. It was known for its strong winds and powerful waves, attracting surfers but keeping day-trippers and tourists away. The town was surrounded by thick argan-tree forests which would provide cover if he needed to get away. It’s where Cooper would have gone if he were hiding out.

He tapped the map.

“There,” he said. “I think that’s where we’ll find Freddy.”
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They found Freddy’s camper van just after dusk. Tucked in behind a dense copse of trees two kilometres outside Sidi Kaouki, it was almost invisible from the highway. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the setting sun briefly hitting the van’s turquoise paintwork, they would’ve missed it completely.

Cooper pulled off the road a few hundred metres further so they could approach the van on foot.

“I want him to see us coming. I want him to know it’s us and that we’re alone.”

The air was still warm as they walked across the scrubby earth towards the trees and the van. They were still fifty metres away when they heard the sound of the door sliding open. Cooper felt a catch in his throat as Freddy stepped out.

Talia broke into a run, flinging herself into Freddy’s arms. He clung on to her as Cooper stayed back, watching from a distance. It seemed like an age passed before they disengaged. Talia turned to Cooper and waved him forward.

Freddy met him halfway.

“I knew you’d come.”

He’d lost weight in recent weeks, and his face looked tired and drawn. He took Cooper into his arms and the two brothers hugged.

“Come with me.”

He led Cooper and Talia into the thick copse of trees where he’d set up camp. A firepit was circled with stones, and his laundry hung from a rope strung between branches. He bent to light the fire and hung an old iron kettle above the flames to boil water. Cooper collected some fallen branches and used them to improve the camouflage around the van so that it couldn’t be seen from the road.

“We’ve got lots to talk about,” said Talia. “But…you’re okay? You’re not hurt?”

“I’m fine. NetGuardian sent a bunch of goons to grab me, but I was able to get away.”

“David?” Cooper said.

“You met him?”

Cooper nodded.

“They’re brutal,” Freddy said. “I’ve heard stories of them beating staff who thought about joining rivals. There’s even one story about them killing someone––people say that they buried the body in the desert. I don’t know if it’s true. But they can’t do anything if you’re out in public and I was able to get away from them before they could lay their hands on me.”

Freddy handed them both a mug of strong, sweet black tea.

“So, you understood my code?” he said, looking at Cooper with a grin.

“It took me a while, but I got there in the end.”

Freddy laughed. “You always were a bit slow.”

Cooper smiled at the joke, remembering the way they used to be together.

“Can you tell us about NetGuardian?” he asked. “What the hell happened?”

Freddy sat back on the dusty earth, his back resting against a fallen tree. “At first, I didn’t realise the scale of what they were doing. Every company that grows that quickly has to be ruthless. I get that. They need to squeeze out their competitors, they need to be tough with distributors, they have to drive their staff like workhorses. I wanted to be in an environment like that to see what I was capable of. And I saw the newspaper stories like everyone else. I knew that they had what they called a ‘government liaison team’ that was always travelling overseas to sell their services, but they were never in Washington or Paris or Stockholm like you’d expect. It was Baku or Tripoli or Bangui. Ultimately, it goes much further than the critics are saying. The truth is, they’re not just dabbling in the margins with the dictator market. Their main product––their signature cyber-security tool that is used by millions and millions of people around the world, the tool that generates billions of dollars in revenue for them––it has a backdoor built into it that allows anyone to steal the users’ data. I’m not just talking about Georgia or Turkey or Egypt. Anyone in Australia who uses their products is vulnerable. Anyone in London, anyone in LA, anyone in Munich. They have the ability to steal private personal data from their customers all over the world.”

Cooper shook his head in bemusement. “What did you do?”

Freddy picked up a twig from the ground and threw it into the fire. “Stole the source code.”

Talia gaped. “What? Are you crazy? No wonder they’re hunting for you. That’s their whole business. They’ll go bankrupt overnight if you go public.”

“People will go to prison if I go public,” he corrected.

She got up and stepped past the fire so that she could sit next to Freddy. He put his arm around her.

“You always were reckless,” Cooper said. “Nothing’s changed.”

“We’re more alike than you think,” said Freddy.

Cooper couldn’t argue with that. “Why didn’t you release the source code?”

Freddy tapped his mobile phone. “I’ve got it here. Or rather it’s already online, stored on a file-sharing website. All I have to do is send a text message to a number I’ve stored on my phone under the name ‘Dougal’.”

Cooper grinned.

“What?” Talia said, sensing a shared joke.

“Our family dog.”

Freddy shrugged. “I was all set to release it online, but then…”

“What happened?” she asked.

“You happened,” he said. “I couldn’t bear the thought of what they might do to you as a way of getting to me.”

He put his arm around Talia and pulled her close.

“Did you think about releasing it anonymously?” asked Cooper. “Pass it to someone else––a journalist––and let them take the risks. You could have denied all responsibility.”

“I don’t know anyone like that. I don’t know any journalists. And that would be cowardly. I have to stand up and take responsibility for it. It would’ve felt wrong to hide in the shadows.”

Cooper stiffened. It felt as if Freddy had just said something important, but he couldn’t work out what it was.

“I’m just glad you’re safe,” said Talia.

“What did you say?” Cooper said. The note of urgency in his voice made Freddy and Talia both turn. “What did you just say?”

Freddy looked confused. “About what? I said that I wanted to take responsibility for my actions, that I didn’t know anyone⁠—”

Cooper got to his feet. “You said that you didn’t know anyone who could help you. You didn’t know any activists or journalists.”

“So what?” said Freddy.

“But you do know a journalist—Leah.”

“Who?”

“Your neighbour on the third floor. You carry her shopping up the stairs. She’s written stories about NetGuardian.”

“I don’t have a neighbour called Leah,” said Freddy slowly.

It felt to Cooper as though the temperature suddenly dropped by ten degrees, as though the air had stopped moving around him.

“The flat on the third floor is a holiday rental,” Freddy said. “There’s someone different every week.” Freddy realised that something was wrong and sat upright. “What’s going on?”

Cooper looked at Talia. The blood had drained from her face. He pointed at the silver elephant brooch on her sweater, glinting in the flames from the fire. She unclipped it and handed it to Cooper. He knelt down, picked up a rock and brought it down heavily on the brooch. It took several blows to crack it open. A coil of wire and a tiny battery tumbled out.

He swore.

It was a tracking device.

Cooper looked at Freddy and Talia. He opened his mouth to speak, but someone got there before him.

“Charlie—please don’t be angry with me.” Leah’s voice came from less than a dozen feet away. She stepped out from behind the trees into the flickering light of the fire. “We all have some very important things to discuss.”
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There was something very different about the Leah who stepped forward into the light, but it took Cooper a moment to catalogue all the aspects of the transformation. It was partly that she was dressed differently; gone was the baggy, flower-patterned dress and the glasses hanging from a chain, replaced by blue slacks, desert boots and a khaki-coloured jacket. But more significant than that was the change in her expression and manner. She looked ten years younger, as well as considerably fitter and stronger. This was someone clearly accustomed to being in control.

“I don’t want any of you to be alarmed,” she said. “I don’t have a weapon, and I very much hope that we will all walk out of here in one piece.”

Cooper registered the hint of a threat in her words. She hoped. That meant that she hadn’t come alone. His eyes flicked to the darkness of the forest surrounding them.

“What are you doing here?” said Talia.

Leah spotted the smashed silver brooch on the ground beside the fire. “I’m sorry to have tricked you, metuka.”

“I don’t understand—you work for NetGuardian?”

“No,” Cooper said. “Leah––or whatever her name is––works for Mossad.”

“I’m being sincere when I say we don’t want to hurt any of you,” she said. “But it is important that Freddy steps back from whatever he’s planning to do with the source code. You could say it’s a matter of national security.” She looked directly at Freddy. “Where is the code?”

“Do you really think I’ve come all this way just to roll over and do what you want?” Freddy got to his feet and took a step in Leah’s direction. There was movement in the darkness behind her and a man dressed in black and wearing a balaclava took a step forward to stand behind her. His hand rested on a pistol tucked into a shoulder holster.

Freddy stopped.

Cooper chuckled. “Smoke and mirrors. I’ve never seen a better example of it. NetGuardian’s stealing data from its customers and Mossad is stealing that same data from the company. Releasing the source code online will finish NetGuardian for good. But Leah’s worried it’ll turn off the tap on a vital source of intelligence for Mossad.”

Leah nodded. “Very good, Charlie. I knew you’d understand. We knew the company was concerned about Freddy, but we assumed they’d deal with him. Remove his clearance, fire him, cancel his visa, shut down the threat—whatever. It couldn’t have been easier. But they were sloppy, and Freddy stole the source code and ran. At that point, there wasn’t much they could do. They can’t send their teams to operate overseas, not without risk. So, we stepped in. Where to look, though? Freddy could literally have gone anywhere.”

“But you noticed he messaged me,” Charlie said.

“Yes, and suspected it was a code. We let you into the country and let you do whatever you wanted until you found him. Thank you for that. We’re grateful, and we’d be even more grateful if you helped us make sure we can close down the threat that he represents as quickly and calmly as possible.”

Cooper felt an intense surge of emotion. There was shame, of course; shame that he’d led Mossad to his brother, that he’d been so blinded by his feelings to ignore his professional instincts and trust someone he’d never met before. But more powerful than shame was anger. Did she really believe he’d done all this only to surrender his brother to them?

“I can see you’re upset,” she said. “There are two things you need to understand. The first is that we’re not like a corporate security team. Whatever the people chasing Freddy are capable of, you can multiply that by ten and you’ll still underestimate us. There are men in the trees with guns aimed at you. I’m telling you this so you understand that this is over.”

It was her first mistake. Her words gave Cooper the opportunity to look away from her into the darkness. His nocturnal vision was excellent, and he’d been careful to keep his gaze away from the fire to begin the process of adjusting his eyes to the night. His eyes swept the forest and picked out three figures: two behind trees and the third lying flat behind a carbine propped up on a rotten log. He knew there would be others.

“I am appealing to your common sense, Charlie, not your emotions. I don’t know exactly who you work for, but I’ve seen enough to know you’re a professional. Please think like a professional. We’re close partners––sometimes––of the British government. We share intelligence and work together with MI5 and MI6. On the matter of the source code, we’ve spoken at the highest possible level to the British government, and they’ve instructed me to tell you that the Prime Minister himself wishes you to cooperate with us.”

Cooper stared at the ground. “Let me guess—you offered to share the intelligence you steal from NetGuardian with London in return for me making sure that Freddy doesn’t release it online.”

Leah shrugged. “You know how these things work. Quid pro quo.”

“I’d need to get approval.”

Leah nodded.

Cooper stood, took his mobile from his pocket, and stepped into the shadows.
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Cooper took a dozen steps away from the clearing. He dialled the familiar number and waited for the clicks and beeps that would tell him the call was secure. He caught the glint of a rifle scope and saw another figure shifting in the darkness. He’d confirmed a team of at least five.

“Eleven—what the hell is going on?”

“I’ve found Freddy. He’s in a small surfing town on the Moroccan coast. He’s stolen something from NetGuardian, which is why they were hunting him down––the source code for their most successful product. But we’ve been followed here by Mossad. They––”

“I know. I’ve had the PM’s office on the phone with me for the past hour. Some bloody political advisor who isn’t old enough to grow a beard telling me how to do my job.”

“It was my fault. I led them here. I led them straight to Freddy.”

“You’re a bloody fool. You’ve been a bloody fool from the beginning of this whole escapade. You simply wouldn’t listen to reason. No wonder you’ve ended up in this mess.”

Cooper had nothing to say in response. He knew that Control was right.

“Are you finally ready to obey an order?” asked Control.

“Yes, sir. Freddy won’t be happy, but I can make him do whatever you want.”

“The PM is directly engaged. Our cooperation with Mossad is going to form the basis of a new intelligence-sharing agreement with the Israelis.”

“Understood.”

“We’ve got no choice in the matter.”

“I’ll talk to Freddy now.”

There was a pause.

“There’s just one problem,” said Control. “Two days ago, we lost an agent in Columbia. Number Four. Someone broke into her hotel room, stole her belongings, stabbed her more than a dozen times. All the signs were that it was something gang related. We had our support team conduct a forensic sweep of the room. Do you know what we found? A DNA trace that matched a Mossad operative active in South America.”

“Mossad killed her?”

“Listen to me carefully––tell your brother to release the source code. It’s time we taught them a lesson. I’ll deal with the fallout here. Your job is to deal with the fallout there. Mossad will realise what you’ve done. The only thing on your side is the element of surprise.”

“Understood.”

“Don’t think all is forgiven. You and I are going to have a very serious conversation.”

The line went dead.
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Cooper stepped into the clearing. Talia and Freddy were both standing by the fire; it looked as though she’d been trying to keep him calm. Leah was still at the edge, the black-clad figure with the shoulder-holster several paces behind her.

“I’ve got bad news,” Charlie said. “I’m afraid Leah’s right. The British government has sanctioned this. We’ve got to give back all copies of the source code you stole, Freddy.”

Freddy was already shaking his head. “You may take your orders from the government, but I don’t. And I don’t take my orders from you.” He balled his fists. “I can’t believe that you’re taking their side after everything that’s happened.”

Cooper stepped in Freddy’s direction, hands outstretched to pacify him. Cooper knew from bitter experience how hard that could be. Once Freddy’s fuse was lit, it was very hard to put it out.

“Listen to me.” He had to communicate to Freddy what he was doing before the situation spiralled out of control. “Do you remember when we were both boys? Mum bought us a puppy—Dougal?”

Cooper saw a faint spark of comprehension in Freddy’s eyes. They’d only just mentioned Dougal, and what it meant.

Cooper stepped even closer. “Do you remember when we took Dougal for a walk on the beach? I wanted to keep him on the lead, but you wanted to let him off? You were right. He needed to be let off. And the lesson I learned that day was to compromise and listen to others. Well—this is your time to compromise and listen. We need to do what she’s asking.”

Freddy was so convincing that Cooper couldn’t be sure he had understood the hidden message. He shook his head and swore under his breath. “We’re done, Charlie. You and me––that’s it, we’re done.” He took out his phone. “The code’s on here,” he said to Leah. “Let me show you.” His shoulders were slumped as though in surrender. He quickly tapped out a series of digits.

Cooper heard the sound that signified a message being sent.

Freddy looked at Cooper and grinned.

In an instant, Leah understood she had been tricked.
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Leah turned to the gunman behind her, but Cooper was faster.

Much faster.

The man had made a mistake by keeping his weapon holstered. By the time it was half-drawn, Cooper had closed on him and delivered a low kick to the outside of the man’s left knee. It crumpled, and he fell; Cooper grabbed his wrist and twisted hard.

The pistol dropped to the ground.

Cooper picked it up and stepped behind Leah, wrapping an arm around her neck.

“Get to the van,” he said to Freddy and Talia.

The man he had disarmed was getting to his feet with a hunting knife in his fist. Leah struggled against his forearm, forcing her face down until she could sink her teeth into his flesh. He tightened his grip, pulling his arm up so as to cut off her air, and fired a single shot at the feet of the man with the knife.

He raised his hands.

Cooper moved backwards, out of the light of the fire, dragging Leah with him.

“Charlie,” Freddy shouted from somewhere behind the van.

Cooper saw movement among the trees as one shooter bent low.

He held the gun to the side of Leah’s head.

“Call them off.”

“This is foolish.”

“Call them off—now. I’m not messing around.”

She stiffened, then called out. “Hold fire and back off.”

“The damage has been done,” Cooper said. “The code is out. It’s in the wild. Gone. We need to think about what comes next.”

“What does come next?”

“You’re right. I do work for British intelligence. I work for the sharp end—we’ll leave it at that for now, I think. But you need to know that they know I’m here, and they know who you are, too. You and your lads could take me out without too much bother, but do you really want to cause an incident over something that’s already been done?”

She sucked her teeth.

“No,” he said for her. “You don’t. So this is what we’re going to do. You’re going to come with us until we’re sure that your lads aren’t following. As soon as I’m confident about that, we’ll drop you off at the side of the road and then we’ll be gone. No harm done. No hard feelings.”

“‘No harm done?’ Are you insane?”

“Fine—no more harm done.”

She stiffened again.

“Tell me that you agree.” He glanced into the trees and saw movement. “I know they’re flanking me. Tell them that they can stand down and that they need to wait here while you join us for a drive.”

“If I don’t?”

“You’ll get the first bullet, and then I’ll take out as many of the others as I can.”

“What about your brother?”

“If he’s got any sense in his thick head, he’ll be on his way the minute I call out.”

She paused and, for a moment, Cooper didn’t know which way it was going to go. He heard a rustle of moment and tightened his finger around the trigger.

“Stand down,” Leah called out. “Stand down. I’m going to leave with Mr. Cooper. No one is to stop them from leaving.”


EPILOGUE


The wind had picked up. Cooper and Freddy felt the swell of the ocean beneath their surfboards. Above them, gulls fought for position against the buffeting wind. They were over a hundred metres from shore. Freddy turned back to look for Talia on the beach.

“She’s a keeper,” Cooper said. “She would’ve done anything to find you.”

Freddy nodded; Cooper could see he’d reached the same conclusion himself. “The invitation stands.”

“I can’t.”

“Travel down the coast, hit every surf spot along the way. Once we’ve done that, we point the van towards the south and drive into the mountains for some camping and hiking.”

Cooper scooped a handful of seawater and splashed it onto his face. “You know what they say—three’s a crowd. And you and Talia could do with some time together.”

It had been a complicated couple of days. Leah had been good to her word and had ensured they were all able to leave the area without further incident. She had fulminated in silence in the back of the car as they had driven away, and, when Cooper was sure that the road behind them was empty, he had let her out at the side of the road.

“What are you,” she said before he closed the door. “Group Fifteen?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“But I’ll find out.”

“I’m sure you will.”

He had closed the door and they drove on. He looked back in the mirror and saw her staring after them. He wondered whether he’d ever see her again.

They had driven straight to the airport and had taken the first flight to Algiers. Freddy extolled the beaches for the quality of the surf—quiet and generally under appreciated, he said—and had picked out Aïn Taya as a good place to start. They had been here for three days already and his assessment had proven to be accurate. The surf was good, the beaches were peaceful and the town was a pleasant place for them to lose themselves.

“How much longer can you stay?” Freddy called over.

“I’m going back tomorrow.”

“Can’t stay any longer?”

“I’ve got a very angry boss who’s expecting me in his office on Monday morning. I’m going to have some grovelling to do.”

“Are you going to get in trouble?”

“I expect so.”

“Will you lose your job?”

“Probably not.

“Sure?”

“Reasonably sure. I’m too good at it.”

“Take him a box of pastries to put him in a good mood.”

“Chewbacca?”

“Chebakia,” Freddy said with a chuckle.

“A box of biscuits isn’t going to improve his mood.”

They were both quiet as they paddled on against the waves. Cooper turned his face to the sun, enjoying the sensation of salt drying on his skin.

Freddy looked over. “What about Mossad?”

“I don’t think they’ll come after you now. What would be the point?”

“Is that what you said to Leah?”

“Words to that effect.”

“And NetGuardian?”

“Same thing,” he said. “The code’s out there. People can see what they were doing. You’ve seen what’s happening—NetGuardian’s already in the papers and the share value has gone through the floor. They’ve got more than enough on their plate without worrying about you.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Talia was worried. She thinks they’ll want revenge?”

Cooper shook his head. “Intelligence agencies don’t operate like that. But I wouldn’t go back to Israel on holiday anytime soon.”
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