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PROLOGUE
BILBAO, SPAIN


It all started to go wrong for Arash Heydari when he decided to have his first drink of the day. He told himself that it’d be fine. He was on holiday, after all. He’d briefly sat on his hotel bed and flipped open his laptop, seeing dozens of emails tumble into his account before he slammed it shut and walked across to the window. Even through the tinted glass, the sky was a startling duck-egg blue. The old city square below him was ringed with cafés, and he watched as waiters set out red-checked tablecloths and greeted their regulars. When would he next find himself with a few hours to spare, he thought, with no one making demands of him, with nothing to do but order a carafe of crisp Albariño wine and turn his face upwards to the warm Basque sunshine?

Within minutes he was down there, seated and with his first cigarette lit. It was a little after ten in the morning. He ordered the wine and glanced around, anxious to see if anyone was paying more attention to him than was natural. He loosened the top button of his collarless shirt. In his country, drinking any form of alcohol was a crime punishable by eighty lashes. He was far away from there now, but the unexpected turn his life had taken three years ago meant that he didn’t feel free anywhere.

He was living his life on the edge, and it was beginning to take its toll.

Heydari lifted his glass to catch the sunlight and breathed deeply of its delicate aromas. His wife had taken their son to a children’s exhibition at the Guggenheim, and he checked his phone to see if she’d sent him a message. Nothing. It’s probably good for us to have a few hours apart, he told himself. He’d noticed a change in her behaviour recently, and he made a silent promise to apologise when she got back. To her and to his eleven-year-old son, Darius. He knew better than anyone that his behaviour over the last six months had grown increasingly unacceptable, but he sometimes found himself so tightly wound that he couldn’t stop himself lashing out, sometimes physically. No one wanted to see their wife and young son in tears, but there were times when their mere presence was enough to drive him crazy.

The carafe empty, he paid the bill and wandered through twisting alleyways for ten minutes until he found a small bar opposite a twelfth-century church. Apart from a fat man reading a newspaper at the bar, it was empty, and he took a seat among the shadows at the back. This time he ordered a glass of vermouth. In what seemed like no time at all, his table was cluttered with empty glasses. The alcohol made him feel strong and confident. It seemed that there were so many people in his life whose main purpose was to tell him what to do. If it wasn’t his wife or his son making unreasonable demands of him at home, it was his superiors in the embassy or in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs back in Tehran. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, he now had to worry about the Americans breathing down his neck all the time. Sure, they brought him presents, showered him with compliments and waved around statements from a Swiss bank that detailed the considerable sums being held in his name. But they came with demands too. For this secret file or that building floorplan, for the ambassador’s private phone number or the name of his chauffeur. There was no limit to their questions and no limit to the amount of stress he was being put under.

He stood up too quickly and knocked over the table, sending half a dozen empty glasses smashing to the red-tiled floor. The barman started to shout and wave his arms. Heydari grabbed a handful of bills from his wallet and threw them in the man’s direction, stumbling out the door into the bright midday sunshine.

He was conscious of people moving out of his way as he walked. His phone vibrated with a message from his wife.

We’re back at the hotel. Where are you? Are you okay?

The last thing he wanted to do was go back there to be faced with her disapproving glances.

Wasn’t he allowed a moment’s peace?

To avoid the crowds of tourists ahead of him, Heydari turned right abruptly, pushed through a set of heavy doors and found himself in a long, darkly lit and crowded bar. Sticking out his elbows, he pushed himself roughly through the lunchtime throng until he reached the counter at the back of the room. He waved his hand at the barman, who gave him a quick glance and went on polishing a glass.

“Hey,” Heydari called out loudly. “I’m talking to you.”

Two American tourists standing nearby turned to look at him.

“What the hell are you looking at?” he said to them.

“Hey, take it easy,” said one of them. “We’re not looking for an argument.”

“Americans,” said Heydari, slurring his words. “You think you’re in charge of everything and everyone. No one asked you to stick your noses in my business. You think that you can go around the world wrecking people’s lives. Well, I’m not going to stand for it anymore. The CIA is a poison, and I’m not going to allow it into my life anymore.”

The two Americans took their drinks and crossed to the other side of the room to get away from him. Heydari turned back towards the bartender and slammed his hand down on the wooden surface, knocking a basket of sliced lemons to the floor.

“Where’s my damn drink?”

Two waiters approached, their hands extended to placate him.

“Senõr,” said the older of the pair, “I think perhaps this is not the right place for you. Come back tomorrow when you have had less to drink, and we will happily serve you.”

Even here, he thought, his temper rising with every second that passed, even in a damn Spanish bar they are telling me what to do.

“What’s the matter?” he spat, reaching into his pocket for a handful of bills and throwing them in the air. “Is my CIA money not good enough for you?”

“Senõr,” said the waiter again. This time Heydari had heard enough. He stepped forward, wobbled and swung a fist towards the old man that sailed past his head.

The younger waiter, a stocky man in his mid-twenties, placed two hands on his colleague’s shoulders to pull him backwards and out of the way before stepping forward and cracking Heydari on the jaw with a straight right that knocked him off his feet and onto the floor.

“Arash, Arash!” he heard as he lay on the floor, blood pooling around him, and the last thing he remembered before he faded into unconsciousness was his wife’s tear-streaked face as she leaned over him.


PART I


LONDON, ENGLAND
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LONDON, ENGLAND


It was a new experience for Charlie Cooper. He sat in the waiting room outside Control’s office and listened to the sounds of murmured conversation through the reinforced door. Although he couldn’t make out any individual words, he knew that whoever Control was with was male and American. No surprise there: Control’s job running Group Fifteen required him to liaise, coordinate and butt heads with counterparts from all over the world. What did surprise Cooper, though, was that Control hadn’t got that meeting out of the way before he arrived. Cooper tried to recall whether he had ever previously bumped into other visitors to these offices, and he realised that it had never happened. Never. Which made Cooper confident that he was about to be introduced to someone new.

The heavy door swung open.

“Come in, Eleven,” said Control. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

The fifty-year-old man standing in the centre of Control’s office wore a tailored blue flannel suit with a red tie. His brown hair was dyed and cut short, and he had the red cheeks of a heavy drinker. He smiled and stuck out his hand.

“Winston Grey,” he said in an accent that was pure Arkansas. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“Pleasure to meet you too, sir,” said Cooper, taking the man’s hand.

Control waved them both to a seat.

“Grey has flown over from Langley for the purpose of this conversation, Eleven,” said Control. “He has a problem that you may be able to help him with.”

Control nodded at the CIA man, who smiled at them both.

“Two days ago, Bilbao, Basque Country, Northern Spain. You familiar with that part of the world?”

“Not particularly.”

“Two days ago,” Grey said, “a forty-three-year-old Iranian diplomat named Arash Heydari on holiday in Spain went on what you Brits would call a ‘bender’. He got very drunk and was thrown out of one bar before starting a fight in another—a fight he didn’t win. Before his head hit the floor, Mr Heydari was shouting about the CIA money in his pocket and generally complaining about Americans and the way they conduct themselves overseas.”

Cooper nodded.

“You might wonder why any of this should concern us, let alone you,” said Grey. “The fact is that Mr Heydari is a CIA source—one of our most valuable. We recruited him in Djakarta three years ago, and since then he has been providing us with a steady stream of high-value intelligence about Tehran’s nuclear capabilities and its intentions in the region.”

“I can understand why his outburst in Bilbao was problematic,” said Cooper.

“An example of British understatement,” said Grey with a smile. “Problematic is certainly one way to describe it. Catastrophic is another. Or disastrous, or dangerous, or simply unacceptable. We’ve all been in this profession long enough to know that being a covert source like Mr Heydari is an enormously stressful and difficult thing to do. It requires bottomless reserves of self-discipline and nerves of steel. It is becoming clear to us that Mr Heydari does not possess these qualities. For this reason we plan to discontinue him as a source in the near future.”

Cooper glanced at Control. He still didn’t have any inkling how this involved him. Control was as impassive as ever.

“The issue is that Mr Heydari is close to an intelligence coup. In terms of spying on Iran, he is close to laying his hands on the crown jewels: the precise status of the nuclear programme, the location of all nuclear assets, and a strategic plan setting out how those assets will be deployed in the event of a regional war.”

Cooper nodded. It was always a challenge to manage a source’s personal safety and well-being alongside the need to extract as much useful intelligence from them as possible. He could appreciate Grey’s predicament. No one would actually want to see their source implode from stress, but agencies like the CIA were in the business of stealing secrets, not in the business of providing a welfare service for damaged people.

“This is where you come in, Eleven,” said Control.

“With your agreement,” said Grey, “we’d like you to go undercover in Dubai, where Heydari is an accredited diplomat serving in the Iranian embassy. Needless to say, he will not know who you are or why you are there. Your task will be twofold. Firstly, to report back to us on Heydari’s state of mind and well-being so we can feel confident that he is keeping his shit together. Secondly, to identify any potential threats to him and intervene to protect him if required.”

“What threats?” asked Cooper.

“We don’t know with any degree of confidence of any specific threats. If we did, we’d tell you. But we are just starting to see signs that the Iranians may suspect that someone operating out of one of their embassies in the region is working for us. A mole hunt might be triggered. If so, we suspect that all diplomats will fall under suspicion, but it worries us that Heydari’s turbulent psychological state, not to mention his drinking, will quickly put him in the spotlight. There is also a possible threat from the local service in Dubai, but this is more remote.”

“Why me?” asked Cooper. “Why not one of your own people?”

“During his outburst in Bilbao, Heydari exhibited particular paranoia towards Americans. I’m afraid that he’ll suspect any American who comes near him of being associated with us. That’s why we’ve come to you.”

Control turned to Cooper.

“You’ll need to stick very close to Heydari. It won’t be enough to see him twice a week at the gym or follow him around from a distance. Your first job will be to drill down into his life to determine an opening.”

“Understood,” said Cooper. It wasn’t hard to imagine how Control would benefit from this arrangement. It was standard practice when loaning an operative to another country that in return you obtained access to all the intelligence being generated. “I assume the timeframe for this is very tight.”

“It sure is,” said Grey. “We’d like you out there as soon as possible, and we anticipate that Mr Heydari will manage to get his hands on the crucial intelligence within the next three months. At that point, you will be able to withdraw.”

Control stood to bring the meeting to a close.

Grey gripped Cooper’s hand.

“I really appreciate this. I look forward to hearing how you get on. A lot is riding on your success.”
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Even from across the road, Cooper could spot where Nathan Wiley was seated inside the five-storey London townhouse that served as the HQ for Group Two’s technical team. On the third floor, despite the cold weather, a thin stream of cigarette smoke curled upwards from an open sash window towards the grey sky.

Cooper pressed the doorbell and was let in by a thickset security man with unsmiling eyes.

“Do you know where you’re going, sir?” he asked.

“I do.”

He found Wiley stubbing out a cigarette with one hand while typing with the other. The smoke alarm on the ceiling had been taped over, and Wiley had angled the fan on the edge of his desk towards the open window.

“Busted,” said Cooper, closing the door behind him.

“Always a pleasure, Eleven,” said Wiley, his East London accent undiluted by many years spent in California’s Silicon Valley. “Come on in, pull up a pew.”

Cooper glanced at the two screens on Wiley’s desk. He was unable to make sense of either of them: endless scrolling lines of random numbers and symbols.

“Don’t tell me that makes any sense to you,” he said to Wiley.

“It’s like music,” said Wiley. “It’s like the London Philharmonic is playing just for me.” He fingered his cigarette pack but managed to refrain from taking one out. Instead, he ran a hand through his dirty blond hair and made a half-hearted attempt to tuck his shirt back into his trousers. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m looking for an ‘in’.”

Cooper didn’t have to explain what he meant. Anyone familiar with undercover work understood that it all started with an ‘in’, an opening or opportunity that allowed someone to burrow their way into a previously sealed world.

“The target is an Iranian diplomat living in Dubai called Arash Heydari. Married with one child—a son. The requirement is that I get close enough to observe and engage with him on a daily basis, as well as being able to intervene if he is physically threatened.”

“That’s going to be difficult,” said Wiley, his right hand already starting to tap at one of the keyboards, bringing up what looked like a page of search results. He peered at the screen. “We’ve got a little bit on him, but not much.”

Wiley would be drawing on information feeds from across government, including MI5, MI6, GCHQ, the Defence Intelligence Staff and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, whose diplomats might have engaged with Heydari and written up their observations afterwards.

He pressed another button, and satellite imagery of Dubai appeared.

“He lives in a villa, so there’s no prospect of simply renting the flat next door and pretending to be his new neighbour. As a diplomat, he’ll likely employ a gardener and various other household staff like cleaners and chefs, but I can’t see even you going undercover as a maid, despite your reputation as a chameleon.”

Wiley tapped a few more buttons and scrolled down through pages of data.

“It’s slim pickings,” he said, shaking his head. “Heydari likes fine dining, travels frequently, buys suits from an Indian tailor in Abu Dhabi.” He sighed. “I’ll keep on looking. If you like, I can give you a call when I find something.”

“Do you have access to LODESTAR?” asked Cooper. LODESTAR was the codeword for the joint UK-US data-sharing system. “The Americans have promised to share what they have on him. I don’t know if it’s come through yet, but perhaps they⁠—”

Before Cooper could finish the sentence, Wiley had flicked his screen over to another system and typed in a command.

“Yeah,” he said, sitting up in his chair, “there’s lots here. Looks like they’ve picked up his comms on one of their satellites. There’s hundreds and hundreds of phone calls. If you ever need it, I could use this new AI tool I’m developing to make this guy say anything you want. Once his voiceprint is on record, I can even make him sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to you.”

“Can we run searches on the content?”

“We can’t, but I can. What shall I search for?”

Cooper put his head back and looked at the ceiling. The white paint was turning yellow right above the spot where Nathan’s ashtray sat on the corner of his desk.

“I really need to get into his house. Search for references to staff.”

Wiley typed quickly and leaned in to examine the results.

“It looks like all that domestic stuff is run through the embassy. I guess they do security vetting before hiring anyone. Could you recruit his cleaner as your source? She could report back to you.”

“It’s too arm’s length,” said Cooper, shaking his head. “By the time I found out what was going on, it’d be too late to do anything about it.”

The phone on the corner of Wiley’s desk rang. He picked it up, listened and then hung up.

“His master’s voice,” he said to Cooper. “Meeting with my Control. Let me get that out of the way, and then I’ll use the new tool to sift through all this data. It’ll be quicker and more effective than one-word searches. But there may not be anything that fits like a glove.”

Cooper stood to leave.

“Hang on,” he said, a thought suddenly occurring to him. “Can I get online here?”

Wiley pointed to a separate terminal in the far corner of the room. Cooper crossed and without sitting typed rapidly on the keyboard.

“Aha.”

“What?”

“I searched on his wife’s name.”

“And?”

“She posted on an expat forum. She’s looking for a tutor in Dubai who can give her son extra lessons in English and maths.”

Wiley came to stand beside Cooper. “It just goes to prove what I’ve always said.”

“What’s that?” asked Cooper.

“When it comes to collecting intelligence,” Wiley said, tapping out a cigarette from his packet, “Silicon Valley beats Langley nine times out of ten.”


PART II


DUBAI, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES
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Cooper clipped in his seatbelt as the red lights came on, indicating that the Emirates 747 was preparing to land. He checked on the small backpack tucked under the seat in front, and tapped the pocket that held his passport. His mind was busy processing all the things he had to do in the coming days: establish the daily routine of Arash Heydari and his wife, memorise the warren of streets around the villa and prepare at least three exfiltration plans for submission to the CIA for their approval. All that and pull off the role of academic tutor to an eleven-year-old boy called Darius. At the end of the day, he reminded himself, that particular task was top of his list. He couldn’t afford to be sent home by his new employers because his mind appeared to be elsewhere.

Earlier that same week, he’d spent half an hour chatting to Darius via a video link. By that time he’d sailed through the two interviews with Mrs Heydari, and Control had ensured that his fictional referees—one an Oxford university professor, the other a previous client—had both supplied glowing accounts of Cooper’s abilities as a tutor. It was immediately clear that Darius was wary of new faces. Cooper couldn’t blame him; the boy had already been taught by three other tutors that year, all of whom had decided to leave. Reading between the lines, Cooper sensed that the villa was not a happy place to live, with all three deciding that the generous, tax-free salary was still not enough for living in the same building as a monster like Arash Heydari.

Darius’s mother had delicately hinted at the reality so that Cooper could prepare himself.

“My husband,” she’d explained quietly on one of the video calls, with a nervous glance towards the door, “has a very stressful job. He likes the house to be orderly and quiet at all times. Do you think this will be a problem?”

“Not in the slightest,” said Cooper. “When I’m not teaching Darius, I’ll either be reading in my room or exploring the city. I won’t cause any disturbance to you or your husband.”

It was clear to Cooper that Darius was subject to the same strict regime as everyone else who came into the house, requiring him to walk on eggshells around his volatile father. The boy had a sweet, gentle demeanour, but his pale complexion and dark-ringed eyes gave him an air of exhaustion and stress. His voice was soft, and he delivered every answer to Cooper’s questions as though terrified of saying the wrong thing.

Cooper had also prepared by digging into the source of the possible threats to Arash Heydari. A former colleague in Six got him access to the archives in Vauxhall Cross, and he spent an afternoon browsing their recent files on Iran and Dubai. The Iranian regime’s intelligence operations in Dubai, he read, were run by a colonel from the Revolutionary Guards named Kamran Darbandi, who had earned his spurs during the Iran-Iraq war decades earlier. Darbandi was a veteran of postings to Kuala Lumpur, Hong Kong, Moscow and Beirut, where he had been the regime’s chief point of contact with the armed Hizballah militia. Cooper had only once overlapped with Darbandi, when he was deployed on a long-running MI6 operation in Malaysia, but he was confident they had never been in the same room at the same time.

The CIA had built up extensive coverage around Darbandi and his ten-strong team. They were responsible for running agents, bugging and burgling regime opponents, tracking down and eliminating traitors and liaising with their counterparts from Dubai. Cooper read every one of their files, memorising faces and career histories so he would be prepared if he ever came face-to-face with one of them.

The other interesting piece of intelligence that Cooper stumbled over in the MI6 archives was a reference to Winston Grey, the Arkansas-born CIA man who ran the Heydari case. Grey, it turned out, was a Langley man in name only. The latest CIA director was a political appointee who’d been given the role in return for sizeable donations to the current president, and he’d brought in Grey to be his eyes and ears among the ranks of operational CIA staff. Much to the fury of long-term intelligence professionals, Grey had been entrusted with the handling of sensitively placed agents like Arash Heydari despite having next-to-no operational experience.

The plane juddered and swayed as it hit the tarmac at Dubai International Airport. As the baggage trucks set off across the runway to greet the plane, Cooper mentally ran through his cover story one last time. The alias passport he’d been issued was in the name of Edward White. In light of the operation’s value to the CIA, Cooper had been given every possible resource. Anyone who tried to investigate Edward White would quickly discover that everything checked out, from his birth certificate to social media accounts to random photographs showing him as a fifteen-year-old member of a school football team. Cooper’s legend was watertight, which gave him some level of reassurance.

He knew not to place too much stock in that. Control’s orders required that if a threat to Heydari appeared, Cooper should step forward to deal with it. The moment that happened, his cover would be blown sky-high. No amount of Instagram posts and old school photographs would protect him if he took out an Iranian agent.
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It didn’t take Cooper long to discover exactly why his three predecessors had all left. First it was the shouting from the family’s living room several floors above; then it was the sound of breaking glass and items being thrown around. Cooper opened the door to his bedroom, where he had been unpacking, and came face-to-face with the Filipino maid who lived in the room next door.

“What’s happening?”

“It is best to ignore it,” she whispered. “This happens most days. Soon it will be finished.”

Cooper’s room was located in the basement. The only natural light came from a skylight window that opened onto the edge of the garden, but the room was spacious and came with a large, wall-mounted TV with every conceivable channel and a separate bathroom. On the same floor were the bedrooms of two maids and the villa’s security guard, a well-built Egyptian in his early forties called Abbas, who spent the majority of his time slumped on a chair by the front door, watching the exterior of the property through dozens of CCTV screens. Cooper knew that his room and his possessions might be searched before long, so he made sure to lay out the academic books he would be using with Darius, as well as photographs showing Edward White’s family and friends in the UK.

At five in the evening on the first day, as instructed, Cooper made his way upstairs to Darius’s suite of rooms on the ground floor to find Arash Heydari and his wife waiting. Darius stood in front of them, visibly terrified of his father. Heydari clearly hadn’t paid attention to the fact that his wife had already interviewed their son’s new tutor thoroughly, and set about asking many of the same questions all over again, this time in a barking, accusatory tone intended to show Cooper who was in charge.

“We will observe your first lesson with our son,” Heydari said at the end, nodding curtly to Cooper to indicate that he should begin immediately.

Darius’s mother had previously sent Cooper a copy of the boy’s school syllabus. Anticipating that a moment like this might come, Cooper had prepared a lesson about King Lear, and he now set about explaining the historical context of the play to the wide-eyed young boy. He kept his tone neutral and professional, rarely breaking a smile, as he judged that Heydari would value strictness and severity in a teacher for his son. As he continued, Cooper glimpsed out of the corner of his eye that Heydari was nodding almost imperceptibly, a good indication that he was on the right track. Cooper peppered the boy with questions, pointing out when he made an error and doling out limited praise.

Cooper was mid-sentence when Heydari said, “Enough,” then stood and left the room.

“Shall I continue?” Cooper asked Mrs Heydari. Her hair was covered with a modest dark grey veil, and she wore a long dress that reached her ankles. He detected a stiffness in some of her movements that might indicate recent bruising.

“There is no need, Mr White,” she said. “Please start as normal with Darius tomorrow.” As she said his name, she instinctively reached out to lay a hand on her son’s head. He leaned into her, wrapping his arms around her waist tightly. She explained that they wanted Cooper to make himself available to Darius each weekday between four, when he returned from school, until nine, when he went to bed. During this time, Cooper should assist Darius with his homework and identify weaknesses in the boy’s education. Cooper should also spend both Saturday and Sunday mornings between nine and one providing Darius with extra tuition in maths, English, science and history. At other times, Cooper would be free to do as he wished.

Mrs Heydari spoke rapidly to her son in Farsi. Cooper spoke the language well and understood that she’d told him to go to his bedroom and take care not to disturb his father. Darius ran out of the room.

“I would like to repeat what I said on the phone,” she said.

“Please, Mrs Heydari, my name is Edward.”

She shook her head. “I prefer to call you Mr White. Our culture demands that we keep things formal.” She glanced towards the door. “My husband wishes me to explain that he values peace and quiet above all else.”

Cooper nodded, suppressing the obvious thought that it was Heydari who had been disrupting the peace and quiet the previous night.

“My husband also values discretion and loyalty. Please do not speak about this household with anyone. Arash works at the Iranian embassy, and it is always possible that a job like this will attract attention from third parties. If you are asked anything, or indeed if you see or hear anything suspicious, please report it to Abbas, the security guard, who you will have seen around the villa.”

“You have my word, Mrs Heydari,” said Cooper, spotting an opportunity to learn a few key facts about Arash Heydari and his schedule. “You said that I should teach Darius between four and nine. Does he normally eat an evening meal during that time with you and your husband?”

“My husband works very late. Often he does not return from the embassy before ten.”

“With previous clients, I often helped the children to memorise poetry or deliver presentations on history or science that they then repeat to their parents. It can be a good motivation for the child to see their parents praise them for an achievement. Is that something you and your husband would⁠—”

She cut him off before he could finish.

“Please forget about my husband,” she said, unable to hide the note of anger in her voice. “He is rarely here, and when he is, he will be either in our quarters on the top floor or in his office on the floor beneath that. He will not be interested in Darius, and he will certainly not be interested in poetry or science.”

Tears came to her eyes, and she stood up and hurried out of the room.
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Cooper realised that he had a problem.

It was one thing to have created an opportunity to move into Heydari’s villa as a member of the household staff, but that was of limited use if the man spent the vast majority of his time at the embassy. If the Iranians realised that Heydari was working for the CIA, all they had to do was invite him into the embassy basement and put a bullet in the back of his head. In a situation like that, there was precious little Cooper would be able to do.

What he could do, however, was start obtaining intelligence on Heydari’s daily activities and state of mind. He allowed a few days to pass before initiating his plan, which was reliant on the shy eleven-year-old boy in his care.

“We’re going to play a game today, Darius,” he said. It was a Saturday morning, and his parents had gone out to a diplomatic reception at the Egyptian embassy. Cooper and Darius had been studying cartography, and although Darius was a fast learner, Cooper had been acting as though the boy was struggling with the subject. “The best way to understand this is to make a map ourselves—a map of your own house. How does that sound?”

Anything sounded better than another hour spent poring over textbooks. Darius jumped up from his seat with enthusiasm.

“Where shall we start, Edward?”

Carrying a tape measure, a drawing pad and a box of coloured pencils, Darius led Cooper up two flights of stairs to the family living room on the first floor. It was the first time Cooper had been up there. The room was large and light, with a vast window that looked out over a garden filled with palm trees. In the distance, the masts of yachts in the marina bobbed and jostled. The walls were whitewashed and empty apart from a series of framed Quranic quotes written in lavish gold calligraphy. A free-standing TV sat in the middle of a custom-fitted bookcase, its shelves filled with painted vases and family photographs. It was perfect for what Cooper had in mind.

While Darius laid out his paper and stretched a tape measure between the walls, counting the numbers aloud as he did so, Cooper strolled towards the bookcase. If he’d had the time and resources, he would have drilled a listening device into the wall, rendering it totally invisible. He reached into his pocket for a small plastic case that held a number of small translucent discs with adhesive backing, and stuck one of them to the side of the bookcase. If discovered, which was unlikely, it would look like the backing of a manufacturer’s label, but while it remained in place, it would relay high-quality audio to an encrypted laptop in Cooper’s bedroom two floors down. The disc had been pre-charged to give it a life of three days, at which point Cooper would have to create another pretext to gain access to the family quarters.

Cooper went to look at Darius’s work.

“Remember the alcove,” he said, pointing to the boy’s drawing. “You’ve drawn this part straight, but if you look at the wall, you’ll see that it changes direction there.”

Darius nodded and bent his head to rub out the mistake and draw the line again. Cooper was struck by the boy’s natural, quick intelligence and the way his dark eyes lit up whenever they tackled a new subject.

“What other rooms are on this floor?”

Darius frowned.

“My father’s office is across there,” he said, pointing across a hallway towards a heavy closed door, “but he never lets me go inside.”

“Even if we make sure not to disturb anything?”

Darius contemplated the idea, a look of anxiety crossing his face.

“Well…”

“I won’t tell anyone,” said Cooper. “And we’ll make sure not to touch a single thing.”

Cooper crossed the hallway, turned to wink conspiratorially at Darius and turned the handle. It was a risk, but he couldn’t think of another way to gain access to Heydari’s office. The door opened into a room strewn with papers and files. A bulky computer dominated the wooden desk, and three telephones sat on an adjoining table. Cooper felt Darius inch into the room beside him.

“It’s the first time I’ve seen it,” he said, looking up at Cooper. “I thought…”

“Yes?”

“I thought it would be tidier than this. He’s always shouting at me to clean up my room.”

Darius took out his tape measure, knelt down and stretched it across the floor. Cooper scanned the room, looking for the perfect location for his device. Given its small size and limited battery life, Cooper had been instructed not to place it behind an object like a painting that would muffle the sound.

He heard something. First a faint beeping sound, then the thump-thump of someone running up the stairs.

He realised entering the office had triggered an alarm.

Taking a step into the room, he bent down to quickly attach the translucent disc to the underside of Heydari’s desk, standing up again just as Abbas, the security guard, appeared at the door. As ever, he was dressed in black trousers and a black shirt buttoned up to the neck. On both shoulders were badges with the name of the security firm he worked for. He was tall and had the stocky frame of someone who had once lifted plenty of weights, but sitting on a chair all day was taking its toll, and Cooper could see that he was out of breath from running up all those stairs.

He shouted at Darius, prompting the boy to burst into tears and run out the door, leaving his papers behind. Cooper bent to gather them, and when he stood up, Abbas pushed him roughly back against the wall of the study.

“What are you doing in here?” he said, shouting so loudly that spittle flew from his mouth. “This is a private office. You have no reason to be in here!”

Abbas raised his open palm and swung it towards Cooper to cuff him around the head like an errant schoolboy, but Cooper ducked, and before Abbas could regroup for another swing, Cooper had slipped out the door and was halfway down the stairs in pursuit of a tearful Darius.
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That night Arash Heydari exploded with rage once again. Cooper sat in his basement room, listening through his headphones to the sound of raised voices that began at ten and escalated gradually over the following hour, when the voices were joined by the sound of smashed glass and muffled tears. It gradually dawned on Cooper that neither Mr nor Mrs Heydari were aware of his and Darius’s trespass into the office. Instead Mr Heydari fumed and raged about a perceived insult from a colleague at the embassy. After listening to this for two hours, Cooper couldn’t bear it any longer. He could only hope that the late hour meant Darius was safely tucked up out of the way of his father’s rage.

Cooper left his room and went into the villa’s garden, needing to escape the stifling atmosphere of the house and breathe deeply of the night air, scented with jasmine from the neighbouring villa. He swung his arms to release pent-up tension and reflected on the odd direction his life had taken him, to a point where he was pretending to teach a young boy while secretly protecting his vicious father so he could keep on betraying his country. Cooper had been immersed in the secret world for so many years that he took such bizarre situations for granted. It was only on rare and unexpected occasions like this one that he glimpsed his life from another angle and realised how strange it really was.

Wandering through the palm trees, he heard the clinking noise of glass ahead. Turning a corner, he came across Rosie, the Filipino maid who occupied the room next to his. She was trying to hide a cigarette from sight, but when she saw it was Cooper, she broke into a giggle and held out the pack.

“I quit a long time ago,” he said, sitting down next to her on the low wall at the edge of the garden. “But I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

“I’m just on my way to take the rubbish out,” she said, nudging the black bag with her knee. It made the clinking sound Cooper had heard from a distance.

“Are those bottles?” asked Cooper.

“Yes.”

“It explains why Heydari gets so angry every night.”

“He hides them in his office,” she said. “Whisky, gin, vodka. He used to get rid of them himself, but now he leaves them for me in the bottom drawer of his desk so no one else will see.”

Cooper nodded. He glanced back at the villa, catching sight of Heydari’s silhouette in the large living room window.

“It’s the boy I feel sorry for,” he said. “He’s obviously terrified of his father’s temper.”

“I know,” she said. “My three children are all back in Manila. I miss them so much. I want to tell Mr Heydari that he should be squeezing his son every day and telling him he loves him, not shouting at him. But his wife gets it worse. All I will say is that there’s more than one reason she wears clothes that cover every inch of her body.”

She glanced around and lowered her voice.

“Don’t tell anyone,” she said. “But I have already started to look for another job.”

“Why?”

“I’ve been working as a housekeeper for the last thirty years. I have seen a lot in that time, and I have learned a lot. I know when a family is about to explode.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you think they will keep him at the embassy when he behaves like this? I do all the laundry, too, and sometimes his clothes stink of other women. It is none of my business what he does, but even Abbas is starting to realise that something is going on.”

“Abbas? What’s this got to do with him?”

“I found him going through the rubbish bags one evening, so he definitely knows about the drinking.”

“I thought he just opens the front door to visitors,” asked Cooper, playing naïve. He had already begun to suspect that Abbas had some other purpose in the villa, and found himself wondering whether he was in the employ of the local Emirati intelligence agency as an eyes-and-ears source. Back home, MI5 ran scores of domestic staff as agents whose job was to keep tabs on foreign diplomats, and there was a strong likelihood that the Emiratis did something similar.

“My friend works for another diplomatic family,” Rosie said. “They are from the American embassy. All of them have a ‘security guard’ in their houses, but everyone knows that the real purpose of the security guard is not to protect the family, it is to spy on them.”

“Spy on them? For whom?”

“You need to wake up,” Rosie said, poking Cooper with a finger. “You look at this country and see the beaches and shopping malls and expensive cars and think that all this makes it like the West. Well, it’s not! It’s a police state like any other!”

“Are you saying that Abbas’s job is to snoop around the villa, watching Mr and Mrs Heydari, and then report back?”

“You are so naïve,” she said, breaking into a giggle. “Abbas goes into their rooms when they are out. He probably goes into your room too. He controls all the CCTV so he can be sure no one will discover him. And my friend saw him at the mall one day. He was following Mr Heydari.”

Cooper rocked back and exhaled.

“I thought I was just coming out here to teach a young boy about Shakespeare and the Spanish Armada,” he said. “But what you’re describing sounds like…”

“A spy film, I know!” Rosie dissolved in another fit of giggles. “If you stay out here, you’ll get used to it. At least the money’s good, right? And no tax!”

She ground out her cigarette on the low wall and stood up, grabbing the rubbish bag in one hand.

“You should also have an escape plan, Edward, like me,” she said. “I’m not sure that Mrs Heydari and Darius will be sticking around for much longer.”

She hefted the clinking bag and started to walk towards the main gate.

“Wait,” said Cooper. “What do you mean?”

Rosie giggled again.

“I’m not telling you any more of my secrets,” she said. “I’m just saying that things are going to change around here very soon.”
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Cooper had already identified the narrow corridor off the top floor of Dubai Mall as a good place to make the call. It led to a series of storage cupboards used by cleaning staff. He rounded the corner, walked half a dozen paces and stepped back against the wall, pausing to see if anyone was coming after him. He counted down the seconds, just as he had been taught in basic tradecraft training all those years ago, until he could be certain that he was clean.

He took out his phone and dialled a number.

“Global Logistics. How may I place your call?”

“This is Edward White. I’m calling about a recent shipment.”

“Hold the line, please, Mr White,” the woman said.

The voice-recognition software would have confirmed Cooper’s identity. He listened to a familiar sequence of beeps and clicks that indicated the call was being dry-cleaned through dozens of relays and switchbacks that would ensure it couldn’t be intercepted. While he was waiting, Cooper glanced down the corridor towards the expansive top floor of the mall. His position allowed him a view of the walkway that ringed the perimeter of the building’s top floor. With over a thousand stores, it was the perfect place to lose himself in idle window-shopping for an afternoon, or at least give the impression that that was what he was doing. In reality he was following a pre-planned route that took him up escalators, down lifts and through dozens of stores, often in one door and out another, all the while memorising and cross-referencing the hundreds of faces that he saw around him.

He’d visited Dubai on dozens of occasions over the years, but this was the first time he’d had the opportunity to masquerade as a tourist. There was so much about the place that impressed him, from the sheer force of will required to raise a city from the desert to the buccaneering entrepreneurial flair that had transformed a territory one-fifth the size of Wales into a global player. But there was another side too, a side very much on display here. The wealth he’d seen was dizzying. Cooper had never been motivated by financial gain, and there was something about gold saddles and wristwatches costing many hundreds of thousands of dollars that turned his stomach. He’d also been struck by the obvious disdain with which servants were treated. Domestic workers like Rosie were employed under a sponsorship scheme known as the ‘kafala’ system, which some campaigners had likened to modern slavery due to the way passports could be confiscated and wages seized without justification. Migrant labour was notoriously low paid, and the high cost of Dubai’s rapid growth had been the many thousands of workers who had fallen to their deaths from high-rise building sites.

There was yet another side to Dubai that intrigued Cooper, and that was its role as a modern-day espionage hub, as complex and important as cities like Vienna or Berlin had been many decades earlier. Everyone who was anyone came to Dubai these days: Russian oligarchs, Iranian mullahs, British business tycoons, influencers, sports stars and celebrities. All of this was overseen by a local security agency that kept an iron grip on events, making sure that nothing was allowed to disrupt the flow of capital or trigger political unrest.

Assuming that Dubai was a safe playground for espionage operations was a mistake that plenty had made—and deeply regretted—over the years. Cooper recalled the events in January 2010 when a twenty-six-strong Israeli assassination team had taken out a senior Hamas official in his hotel room, only to see the local spooks piece together the entire operation and expose Israeli actions to the world, resulting in senior heads rolling within Mossad.

“Eleven,” said Control, breaking the chain of Cooper’s thoughts.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve patched in Grey so he can hear your update directly.”

“I’m eagerly awaiting your news,” said Grey against a steady background noise that sounded to Cooper like the rumble of a military aircraft.

Cooper found himself wishing he’d had the opportunity to speak with Control one-to-one, at least briefly. Control would have known that Grey was a political figure appointed to the CIA because of his connections, rather than a seasoned intelligence professional, but Cooper wanted to discuss his concerns. Ultimately, he would be putting his life in Grey’s hands, and it made him uneasy to think that the man was practically a novice despite his years and self-confident swagger.

“I sent through my written report a few hours ago, sir,” said Cooper, pressing ahead. “I don’t know whether you’ve had a chance to digest it yet, but perhaps I should recap the headlines. In short, your man is in a very volatile state. He’s drinking heavily on a daily basis, which is causing significant domestic upheaval. He spends several hours each evening arguing with his wife, and I suspect from the way she moves that he beats her too. It’s also possible that he’s frequenting prostitutes. My sources tell me that his wife is on the verge of leaving him, which would likely result in Heydari himself being recalled to⁠—”

“We can’t allow that to happen,” said Grey, cutting in. The bonhomie had disappeared from his voice, replaced by a cold steeliness. “Iranian diplomats are subject to a very stringent set of rules. As you say, domestic problems result in immediate recall.”

There was an irrefutable logic to the Iranian position. Cooper knew from his own time abroad that British and other Western diplomats were also seen as vulnerable when posted away from home. While foreign ministries and spy agencies wanted their people abroad where they could be most effective, they were also aware that simply being overseas was a significant risk factor for some personalities. The sense of freedom that accompanied a foreign posting often led to reckless behaviour. Released from the social ties of friends, family and neighbours, some people felt able to behave in ways they never would at home, which could mean promiscuity, infidelity, excessive drinking or a gambling addiction. Cooper had heard about numerous British officials who had got carried away on a night out in St Petersburg or Damascus and woken up the next morning to discover themselves fatally compromised, their careers in tatters.

“Sir, there’s another issue,” said Cooper. “It seems that the security guard in the house, an Egyptian national named Abbas Ahmadi, may have been employed to monitor Mr Heydari and his wife. I haven’t yet been able to establish who he’s doing this for, but it could be that he’s reporting back to the local Emirati service. It wouldn’t be unusual for them to want close coverage of key Iranian diplomats. In any case, I’ve learned that Ahmadi routinely searches their rooms, goes through the rubbish and even follows Mr Heydari around the city.”

“I’ll get our analysts to have a look at him and see if he has links to the locals,” said Grey, sounding untroubled by the idea.

“I’m also worried about the wife,” said Cooper. “I don’t need to point out that if she leaves with the boy, it’ll remove my cover for being here. I need her to stay. Can you put a flag on her and her son’s passports? If they make a travel booking, I need to know in advance.”

“Consider it done,” Control interjected. “Anything else you need?”

Cooper paused to consider his last words. He didn’t want to speak out of turn, but being here in Dubai had brought home to him just how intense—and how claustrophobic—an environment it was for Heydari.

“One last thing, Mr Grey. You’ll be better placed to judge this, sir, but my feeling is that your man is in a very precarious situation. He could tip over the edge at any moment, and if the local spooks have a man inside the house watching him, the smallest misstep could cost him—and you—very dearly indeed. I am raising this because I want to make sure that the tradecraft you are employing to communicate with him is watertight. If anyone sees him going to a meeting⁠—”

“I don’t need lectures,” Grey said, cutting in gruffly. “We know what we’re doing, and we know the risks. Your job is to report back, not to teach your superiors how to do their job.”

Cooper walked back down the corridor towards the main section of the mall, already tuning out the lecture. The irony of a political appointee to the CIA with no real operational experience referring to himself as Cooper’s superior was laughable. But Heydari was their agent, and at the end of the day, they would run him as they saw fit. Cooper had done the right thing by alerting them to the risks. It was up to them whether to take his warning on board or ignore it. He scanned the crowds of people streaming along the level below.

His eyes were drawn to a figure in a baseball cap and a dark jacket off to one side. There was something familiar about the man’s shape, but Cooper couldn’t immediately place him.

“Do you hear me?” he heard Grey splutter angrily down the line. “Your job is to⁠—”

Cooper hung up.
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Cooper fell into step twenty feet behind the man he now recognised as Abbas Ahmadi. He realised that the Egyptian security guard had some basic understanding of the principles of surveillance, and dropped back another fifteen feet. The obvious risk for Cooper of maintaining this sort of gap between him and his target was that he would lose him, but he couldn’t afford to be spotted.

The techniques that Ahmadi was deploying were solid, old-school techniques that had served professionals reliably over the years. Cooper saw him use the reflections in shop windows to monitor the sea of faces behind him, and make abrupt changes of direction that would catch out anyone sticking too close. One of the mistakes he was making, though, Cooper noted, was failing to stick to any coherent sense of purpose in terms of the shops he visited. First the Egyptian marched into a card shop, then a shoe shop, then a computer game store and finally a bookshop, without any awareness that to anyone observing this would look like an unusual and random series of choices, especially as he didn’t make a single purchase in any of them. Cooper recalled his first MI6 tradecraft instructor drilling into the students that when in the field they had to be consistent in their cover actions; otherwise anyone following would know immediately that they were on operational business.

This was certainly the conclusion that Cooper had reached. Why else was Ahmadi in Dubai Mall this afternoon, walking around at speed with a frown on his face and not even bothering to look at the items on display? He was clearly engaged in some sort of clandestine business. If further proof were needed, Cooper watched as Ahmadi walked straight past the mall’s eleven-metre-high aquarium, swarming with rays, sharks and schools of brightly coloured fish, without so much as casting a brief glance in their direction.

As they descended to the lower levels of the mall, the crowds began to thin out. Cooper dropped back even further. He was glad he’d done so when he turned a corner and spotted the first member of the surveillance team. Positioned in a café window, the dark-haired man with a neatly trimmed beard sat staring out of the window until he glimpsed Ahmadi, at which point his posture straightened, and he reached for his phone, tapping out a quick message. Cooper watched as the man kept his eyes on the crowd behind Ahmadi, scouring it for any sight of a familiar face or a person who seemed intent on following the security guard.

Cooper instantly recognised what was happening. He had done exactly the same thing many hundreds of times in his career. When a sensitively placed agent was going to meet their handler, a team of officers would be positioned to watch the agent’s back as a way of double-checking that they were clean. This meant two things: firstly, that Ahmadi was going to a sensitive meeting, and secondly, that whomever he was meeting had considerable resources and expertise at their disposal.

But who? The locals?

After another fifteen minutes, Cooper got his answer. Ahmadi made his way down the escalators to the lower basement floor and entered a long video arcade. He weaved through the machines to the very back of the room, where a single table with two chairs was almost concealed from sight by a large vending machine.

Cooper hung back. He spotted another surveillance officer at the entrance to the video arcade and found a vantage spot one floor up that allowed him an oblique view of the table where Ahmadi now sat. He’d caught the briefest glimpse of the other man, dressed in a plain grey jacket, but not enough to make a positive identification. Ahmadi removed a twisted bundle of papers from inside his coat and handed them across the table. Making quick darting movements with his hands, Ahmadi leaned in to speak, his eyes jumping nervously from side to side.

The meeting didn’t last long. After ten minutes, the second man cut Ahmadi off with an abrupt gesture and turned around to locate a bag on the floor by his feet. Only in that moment did Cooper see who he was: Kamran Darbandi, the senior Iranian intelligence officer operating out of the embassy.

Cooper’s mind was racing.

Why was Darbandi, an Iranian spook, holding a clandestine meeting with a security guard who worked for an Iranian diplomat? It must be the mole hunt that Grey had told him about. If the Iranians were zeroing in on Heydari as the CIA mole, they would try to collect information from as many sources as possible. It was a worrying sign.

Darbandi drew a tightly wrapped object from the bag and reached across the table to place it in Ahmadi’s hands. It was impossible to be sure, but Cooper couldn’t help observing that the object was the size and shape of a handgun. Ahmadi certainly looked surprised by whatever Darbandi was saying to him. He stared with horror at the object in his hands before glancing around and stuffing it out of sight beneath his coat.

Ahmadi got to his feet and hurried towards the nearest exit.
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Cooper sat on the bed in his basement bedroom, a pair of headphones clamped to his ears. He stretched and yawned. He’d been monitoring the eavesdropping devices planted upstairs for the past six hours, and he was bored. Bored, tired and hungry. Most of the conversation he could understand from his own excellent Farsi, but for ease he was also running a translation tool that produced a simultaneous text of the conversation in a box at the side of his screen. Cooper had been doubtful of its usefulness at first, but Nathan Wiley had explained that it was a prototype from a Silicon Valley company he’d briefly worked for, regularly scoring above 97% for accuracy.

He’d started by going back over Heydari’s latest drunken outburst, which seemed to follow the same pattern as all the others. First, he’d grumble about something minor, like a spilled carton of juice or Darius receiving anything less than top marks in a school test. His wife would respond patiently, keen to avoid an escalation, but Heydari would step up his attacks, blaming her personally for whatever had gone wrong. First, she was a bad mother; then she was slovenly. In her husband’s eyes, she couldn’t do anything right.

Once or twice she tried to make a gentle suggestion that Heydari didn’t need another drink, but this just accelerated his rage. Within minutes he was screaming that she had exceeded her boundaries and disrespected his authority. That usually led to him throwing objects in her direction until she fled the room in a flood of tears.

Cooper was just beginning to conclude that there was little to be gained from the bugs when he stumbled across something. It was so faint that it barely registered on the recording, but when he amplified the audio to the highest level, it became audible.

It was a phone call between Mrs Heydari and what sounded like a travel agent.

“There will be two passengers,” she said in English, clearly trying to keep her voice quiet. “Me and my son. How old? He’s eleven.”

There was a pause.

“We would like to board the ship on the morning of Tuesday the twelfth. Can I please confirm that it will leave the same day?”

Another pause.

“That’s good. If you could please send me your bank details, I will make the payment immediately. You also asked about our papers. My son and I will be travelling on Spanish passports.”

Tuesday the twelfth was only three days away. That was bad enough. But this was the first Cooper had heard of Spanish passports. That almost certainly meant that Grey and his team of CIA analysts wouldn’t spot that she was planning to flee the country with Darius.

Cooper’s first thought was that he couldn’t blame her. She was trapped in a hellish situation, living cheek by jowl with Heydari as he slowly disintegrated from the enormous pressure of spying on his country for the CIA. But it was about to get even worse. Cooper had privately reached the conclusion that Heydari would be caught before long, which would mean his disgrace and execution at the hands of the regime. What life would there be for Mrs Heydari as the widow of a traitor? Her family would disown her, and she and Darius would return to a life of shame and poverty in Iran. Cooper couldn’t help but wish her every success as she attempted to escape an unhappy life.

But that would also mean the end of his mission. With no Darius, there would be no need for Edward White. Cooper would have to leave Dubai immediately, abandoning Heydari to whatever lay in store.

Cooper couldn’t allow that to happen.

Twenty-four hours passed before he spotted his opportunity.

Mrs Heydari was in the garden, carefully lifting insects with a pair of tweezers from a rose bush in the corner and depositing them in a small glass jar. As Cooper approached, he caught the sound of her singing a gentle tune to herself.

“Mrs Heydari?”

She jumped a little and turned to face him.

“I’m sorry to disturb you. I know that you and your husband value your privacy, but something happened this morning when Darius was at school, and I feel obliged to tell you. You had a visitor.”

Cooper had agonised for hours over the best way to do this. If he simply told Heydari that his wife was planning to leave with their son, he would fly into a violent rage. If Cooper told Abbas Ahmadi, he would pass on the information to Darbandi at the embassy, and they would immediately recall Heydari to Tehran. The only person he could tell was Mrs Heydari, since she had an obvious vested interest in keeping quiet about what he was about to say.

“A visitor?” she said, cocking her head to one side.

“It was a little after ten,” he said. “Your husband was at the embassy, and you had taken Rosie to the supermarket.”

“And Abbas?” she asked. “It’s his job to answer the door, not yours, Mr White.”

“I don’t know where he was. He sometimes goes for walks when he thinks everyone is out.”

She registered the information with a slight frown. Cooper took a deep breath and pressed on. He was making a calculated gamble. If she checked with Ahmadi, she would learn that he hadn’t gone out that morning and there hadn’t been a visitor.

“Who was this person?”

“He told me that he works for the Ministry of Immigration here in Dubai.”

She turned pale.

“He asked to speak with your husband,” said Cooper, “but when I said that he was out, he asked me to relay a message. According to him, it is illegal under local law for a woman to take her husband’s child away without his written permission.”

Her hands started to tremble. Cooper went on.

“He said that they had become aware that you are planning to travel with your son using a European passport. He said that his ministry wishes to avoid a diplomatic incident in which you and your son are detained. For this reason, he asked me to pass this message discreetly on to your husband so that he can take the appropriate measures to ensure that you and Darius do not travel.”

She took a faltering step and sat down on the low wall, breathing deeply.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” she said.

“I may have got the message mixed up, but I’m pretty sure that’s what he said. I’m sure he’s wrong, Mrs Heydari—I’m sure he’s totally misunderstood the situation. But I thought that you should know nonetheless.”

“You have decided to tell me rather than my husband?” she said, looking directly at Cooper with eyes rimmed with tears. “Why?”

“I… I…” Cooper hung his head. “I had an aunt who had some of the same difficulties as you,” he said. “I always wished that I had done something about it, but I didn’t. Then it was too late.” He breathed deeply, straightened up and looked at her. “I promised the official that I would pass on the message to your husband, but if you don’t want me to, I won’t. I’ll forget this conversation ever happened.”

Mrs Heydari picked up the glass jar filled with tiny insects and peered in to examine them.

“I think it would be better for everyone if we agree this conversation never happened,” she said in a whisper.

Cooper nodded, turned on his heel and walked back into the villa.
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It was late on a Saturday evening that things started to unravel.

Cooper had spent most of the day with Darius, going over his schoolwork from the week before heading to a local stretch of beach to play in the warm early evening. As Darius laughed and ran across the sand in pursuit of a Frisbee, Cooper couldn’t help but marvel at how much the boy had changed in just a matter of days. He’d started off wary and distant, assuming that it was just a matter of time before Cooper decided to leave, but with every day that passed, he removed a few more bricks from the high wall he’d built to protect himself from the outside world.

After seeking Mrs Heydari’s permission, they ate an early dinner together at a local pizzeria and then returned to the villa. Cooper settled in to review the audio material collected that day by the two bugs. When he’d first attached the device to the underside of Heydari’s desk, he’d assumed it would be the one to generate the most useful intelligence. But the truth was that when Heydari was in there, he worked in total silence, not making or receiving a single phone call. The only sound Cooper could hear was the steady tapping of a computer keyboard, and, as the evening progressed, the clink of a bottle as the diplomat poured himself drink after drink.

That was why he almost missed it. Assuming that there was nothing of interest on the recording, Cooper was forwarding through the hours when the sound-level meter in the corner of the screen jumped, suggesting he was missing something of potential value. Rewinding a few minutes, he heard the office door opening and closing, followed by the beep of a mobile phone as someone keyed in a number.

It was Abbas, speaking in Arabic. He kept his voice low as he asked for ‘the colonel’.

Cooper’s mind raced. Darbandi was a colonel. There was a pause.

“Colonel, I am in his office.”

Cooper had spent years posted across the Middle East and could tune in effortlessly to the Arabic. Abbas’s voice was quiet, but the device had picked it up clearly. There was the sound of a desk drawer sliding open, then the rustling of papers, followed by the same drawer sliding shut with a slight bang.

“I am looking for the papers now,” said Abbas. He listened for a moment and then said, “That aspect of the situation is unchanged, sir. He drinks every evening like clockwork, followed by a blazing row with his wife. As you instructed, yesterday I followed him when he left the embassy, and he went to one of the hotels on the edge of the city. He checked in using a different name, and a short while afterwards a woman came into the lobby and took the lift to his floor. A prostitute—yes, I think so.”

There was another pause, punctuated only by a series of affirmative grunts and the occasional “Yes, sir”.

From what Cooper could make out, Abbas had searched all six drawers and was now looking through the various items covering the desktop.

“There is a problem, sir,” said Abbas. “I was searching his bedroom this morning as you instructed, and the domestic servant, a Filipino woman, came in and found me. I tried to pretend that I was checking that the windows were locked, but she laughed in my face. She said that she knows I spy on the Heydaris, and she asked me for some money. Otherwise she will tell them.”

Cooper could hear the sudden rise in Darbandi’s voice as he reacted to this news.

“Yes, sir, I’m sorry, sir,” stuttered Abbas, trying to make up for lost ground. “I am usually very careful. I don’t know how she snuck up on me like that.”

Cooper shook his head in dismay. What was Rosie thinking? He knew that she desperately missed her children back in Manila, spending every waking minute working like a slave so she could send money back for their education. I don’t want them to end up like me, she’d told Cooper one evening. I want them to be doctors or teachers or engineers, not maids and cleaners. As easy as it was to criticise her for getting herself in this situation, Cooper couldn’t really blame her. She must have thought this was an opportunity to make a little extra money. Little did she know what she had stumbled into.

“Yes, Colonel,” said Abbas. “I have put it in a safe place.”

Put what in a safe place?

Did he mean the gun?

“Yes, sir. She goes out late every night with the rubbish. Alone. She doesn’t want Mrs Heydari to know that she smokes cigarettes, so she walks up and down the streets around the villa in the darkness. It is perfect. I will do it tonight.”

Do what?

Cooper glanced at his watch. It was a few minutes after eleven, around the same time that he’d often bumped into Rosie in the garden.

Is it really possible Abbas has been ordered to get rid of her?

Cooper tore the headphones off his head and raced for the door.
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Cooper desperately looked for some sign that he wasn’t too late and that his anxiety was unwarranted. The door to Abbas’s room was slightly ajar. He pushed it open enough to confirm that it was empty and ran towards the villa’s back door. Rosie would always leave the black bag of domestic rubbish just outside until around this hour, when she would take it out and sneak a cigarette at the same time. He pushed through the back door and looked left and right.

No rubbish bag.

She’d already collected it.

He was too late.

Cooper ran through the garden, checking as he went that Rosie wasn’t sat discreetly in some dark corner with her cigarette. The back gate was large enough for a car to drive through. It appeared to be locked as normal, but as he approached, he saw that someone had used a brick to prop it open a foot or two. Squeezing through the narrow gap, he looked both ways down the rough dirt track that ran along the backs of all the villas on the street. It was a service road, used by refuse collection vehicles, supermarket vans and delivery staff, and the local authorities had never bothered to pave it or put up proper street lighting.

He couldn’t see anyone, but he detected the faintest smell of cigarette smoke on the evening breeze. The large metal bins were located to his right. Cooper started to run in that direction, straining his senses for any indication that Rosie had passed that way. The metal bins came into view at the end of the road.

It was then that he heard it. The sound of Rosie talking in an animated and cheerful tone somewhere down a narrow side street to his right. He peered into the gloom and saw her fifty feet away, walking at a slow pace with her mobile pressed to her ear. Because of the time difference, she often spoke to her friends and family in Manila around this time.

He breathed out. She was okay. He’d overreacted; he’d misinterpreted the conversation between Abbas and Darbandi. No one was going to kill Rosie.

He stepped into the shadows and watched as she walked around a circle of light cast by one of the few streetlamps, her laughter the only sound other than the distant crash of waves. He found his eyes drawn to the darkness on the other side of the road, and as his eyes grew used to the gloom, he realised that there was a figure there. Whoever it was, they were standing very still, but there was a faint raspy quality to their breathing that gave them away.

Abbas Ahmadi.

He was here.

What was he waiting for? Was he worried about doing something while she was on a phone call in case the people on the other end heard something?

Or was he summoning up the courage to use the gun Darbandi had given him?

Either way, Cooper couldn’t afford to wait.

He retreated to the street with the bins and then looped around the back of a building site so that he could approach the wall where Ahmadi stood. Inching forward, his mind raced through all the possible outcomes. He had no intention of killing Ahmadi, but he had to disarm and neutralise him without being identified. If he was identified, Abbas would know that he was more than an ordinary tutor and report back to Darbandi. Cooper’s cover would be blown.

By now he was several feet from the security guard. Ahmadi held the gun clenched tightly in his fist, and his rising chest betrayed his anxiety at what he was about to do. His eyes were unwaveringly fixed on the diminutive figure of Rosie, still laughing with her children, oblivious to the fact that her blackmail ploy was about to blow up in her face.

Suddenly she stopped, took the phone from her ear and looked at the screen. The phone was dead. She tapped at the buttons, trying to get a few more minutes of battery life, but quickly gave up. Muttering what sounded like curses, she slipped the phone back into the pocket of her apron and began to walk back unhurriedly in the direction of the villa.

Ahmadi looked down to check the safety was off. In that moment he must have caught some glimpse of Cooper, now only a few feet away. He swung his head around, his eyes wide with shock, and in that instant Cooper hit him hard in the centre of his forehead with the heel of his hand. Ahmadi’s head rocked backwards.

Rosie was thirty feet away. She heard something and stopped, squinting into the gloom.

“Hello?” she called out. “Who’s there?”

Cooper had no way of knowing whether Ahmadi had seen him in that brief instant before his hand had made contact. Not waiting for Ahmadi’s head to rebound from the first blow, Cooper drove his stiffened fingers into Abbas’s stomach, and the big man crumpled to the floor, releasing the gun. Cooper picked it up carefully and put it in his pocket.

Rosie had the good sense to back away from whatever was happening in the shadows. She turned and ran down the street, casting frightened glances towards where Cooper stood over Ahmadi’s crumpled body.

Staying close to the wall, Cooper edged back towards the road that ran past the back of the villa, throwing the gun and its bullets into the communal metal bin with a loud clang that encouraged a stray cat to dart down the road.
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The gun was discovered early the next morning, soon after six, and a detective knocked on the front door of the villa at ten. Cooper was with Darius in his room. By leaving the door ajar, he was able to hear Mrs Heydari call out for Abbas. When the security guard didn’t reply, Mrs Heydari came to the front door herself and opened it to find a detective flanked by two uniformed officers.

He started off by greeting her in Arabic, but she answered him in English.

“I am from Iran, Detective. My Arabic is not very strong. Do you speak English?”

“Of course, Mrs Heydari. My name is Detective Al-Shamsi. I am from the police team that is responsible for the protection of foreign diplomats. As you know, there are many diplomats in this neighbourhood, which is why we were so concerned by the discovery of a gun in one of the rubbish bins behind your house.”

“I am sure it has nothing to do with anyone here,” she said, trying to shut down further discussion. “Those bins are for the street, not just this villa.”

He nodded, but it was clear from his tone that he wouldn’t be put off.

“I have a list of foreign nationals registered to this address,” he said. “You employ two Filipino domestic workers, is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Then there is a security guard and a tutor for your son.”

“Yes.”

“Your security guard looks after the CCTV cameras around the villa?”

“He does, yes.”

“Can I speak to him, please?”

“I was unable to find him earlier,” she said, turning away. “Let me see if I can find him for you now.”

She took a few steps to the main stairwell and called Ahmadi’s name loudly and with a note of irritation. Eventually the door to his basement room swung open, and Ahmadi called up to Mrs Heydari that he was on his way. Checking that Darius was fully preoccupied with his work, Cooper went down a few steps until he was able to see the doorway in the reflection of a glass balustrade.

When Ahmadi appeared at the front door, both Mrs Heydari and the detective were clearly surprised by his appearance.

“What is this bruise on your forehead?” asked Mrs Heydari.

“Just a silly accident,” he replied.

He hadn’t dressed in his uniform, and was still wearing a long, crumpled nightshirt that reached to his ankles. His cheeks were unshaven and his eyes red-rimmed with sleeplessness.

“Thank you for your help, Mrs Heydari,” said the detective. “Please allow me to speak with this gentleman directly. I am sure he can help me with what I need.”

Once she had left, the detective addressed Ahmadi in Arabic. He didn’t bother with a greeting.

“What really happened to your head?” he said.

“I fell over and hit it,” said Ahmadi.

“On what?”

“On, er, on a kitchen counter.”

“You don’t sound very sure,” said the detective.

“I am sorry, sir, I have just woken up.”

“I can see that the villa’s CCTV cameras cover the street at the front and the back. We’ll need the footage.”

Cooper hadn’t expected this development. He’d thrown Ahmadi’s gun into the bins knowing full well that it would be discovered and reported to the police. Dubai was a tightly controlled society, and the refuse collection men would be worried about possible penalties if they failed to report such a potentially lethal discovery. From the discovery of the gun, Cooper knew, it would only be a matter of hours before the police matched the prints on the handle with those on the visa application that all foreign residents were required to submit. The prints on Cooper’s visa wouldn’t match the gun; Control would have seen to that. It had struck Cooper as a very neat way of getting rid of Ahmadi and eliminating whatever threat was posed by his clandestine relationship with Colonel Darbandi.

What he had never expected was that the police would ask for the villa’s CCTV footage. That was a basic error, and he chided himself for his negligence. It would show Rosie leaving first, at around eleven, followed by Ahmadi. That part didn’t worry Cooper too much. But he knew that the footage would also show him running through the garden and out the back gate shortly afterwards, clearly placing him in the middle of whatever had happened.

How the hell was he going to explain that?

The reason he hadn’t expected it to happen was that as a diplomatic residence the villa was technically covered by the Vienna Convention, an international treaty that prevented local police from entering the houses of diplomats.

Ahmadi clearly had the same thought.

“Sir, as you know,” said Ahmadi, his tone obsequious and deferential, “this is the private home of a diplomat who works at the Iranian embassy. Any request for the CCTV footage must by law be made to the embassy, who will decide whether they wish to share it. With great regret, sir, I simply cannot hand over the footage myself.”

There was a brief pause. Cooper watched in the reflection as Detective Al-Shamsi took a step forward and lowered his voice.

“You are correct. The villa and the Iranian family who live here are covered by immunity. You are not. If you do not find a way to get me that CCTV footage, I will make sure that your visa is cancelled and you are thrown out of the country. Is that clear enough for you?”
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Cooper’s instincts had been right. The steady background noise he’d heard in his call with Control and Grey had been the roar of a military aircraft, just as he’d suspected. The proof came when he tried to call Control to discuss the latest developments and was told that he should update the CIA man face-to-face in Dubai instead.

Wonderful.

The second Cooper entered the hotel suite where Grey was staying, he knew that it was going to be a difficult conversation. Grey had done his best to be charming and polite when in Control’s presence, but now that he was speaking directly to a person whom he considered to be his subordinate, he reverted to his habitual rudeness. He was on the phone when Cooper entered the suite and kept him waiting for ten minutes while he finished a conversation—with his wife, by the sounds of it—about the catering for a party they were due to throw that weekend.

“Update,” he said, still not looking up from his phone.

“Are you sure we’re safe to speak freely here?” asked Cooper.

“Get on with it.”

“There was an incident at the villa yesterday,” said Cooper. “Abbas Ahmadi, the Egyptian security guard, was instructed by his Iranian handlers to eliminate a Filipino domestic worker at the Heydaris’ villa. It seems that she discovered him searching the Heydaris’ private rooms and tried to blackmail him.”

“Jesus Christ,” muttered Grey, glancing up at Cooper as though this was all his fault.

“I intervened to stop it happening. The police have since discovered the handgun. Any minute now they’ll match the prints to Ahmadi and—I expect—deport him back to Egypt.”

“You did what?” said Grey, looking up with an incredulous expression on his face. “Your task is to babysit Heydari, not his fucking cleaner. By intervening in what happened, you put yourself and your mission in jeopardy. What if Ahmadi saw you?”

“It was dark. I move quickly when I want to.”

“Good for you. Let me be clear: stay in your lane, Number Eleven, or whatever your fucking name is. Your attention should be focussed on Heydari, nothing else.”

Grey picked up his mobile and typed out a message. Cooper recalled the memo he’d seen in the MI6 archives. Grey was a political man, a Washington bystander who’d assumed he could jump into the world of espionage with little training. The lack of security awareness was just the beginning of it. Most professionals these days were paranoid about electronic devices and would ensure the room they were in was cleared of mobile phones and laptops before they started to speak. To make things worse, this was a hotel room in a foreign country. Most spooks followed the maxim that all hotel rooms were bugged, even if it couldn’t literally be true. But they owed it to their sources to employ the most rigorous security protocols possible. If something went wrong, it wouldn’t be Grey landing in hot water. It would be Arash Heydari. Grey would be safe in his business-class seat on a flight back to Washington, DC.

“Apart from that shit-show, is there anything else to report?”

“I’ve put a stop to Mr Heydari’s wife leaving the country with their son,” said Cooper. “But I suspect it’s temporary at best. Did you know that she had access to a Spanish passport?”

“Heydari never mentioned it to us—I wonder if he knows. Stay focussed on that issue, understand? However much she wants to run away and take the boy with her, we need her to stay in place and keep things on an even keel. Your unnecessary intervention with the maid tells me you’ve got a soft side, but you need to keep that under control. Your job is not helping her escape any more than it is saving some maid’s life. We need to accept that she and her son are collateral damage in this whole affair.”

Grey looked at his phone and jotted something down on a scrap of paper.

“Control said you needed some weapons,” he said. “These are the coordinates of a cache in-country. You’ll find what you need there.”

He waved a dismissive hand and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window, gazing out over the skyscrapers. Cooper felt a surge of loathing. He himself had never sought out promotion or tried to rise through the ranks of managerial positions. He loved the feel of the street and the surge of adrenaline that came from encountering real risk. One of the benefits of this was that it kept him close to the sources on whose dangerous work so much else depended. People like Grey viewed human sources as codenames or numbers at the top of a report. They forgot that they were people too, with enormously complicated lives, people who were often doing their bit to make the world a safer place. It was easy for Grey to be blasé about security because it would never impact him. But it was literally life or death for Arash Heydari.

“Are you here in Dubai to debrief Mr Heydari personally?” asked Cooper.

Grey turned with a frown. “What’s that got to do with you?” he asked.

“My job is to keep him safe,” said Cooper. “You’ve made that very clear. If he’s going to be deviating from his usual routine and coming to see you, I need to know. And I need to know that you’re taking every conceivable precaution to make sure that no one follows him to the meeting with you.”

“When I want your advice, you jumped-up⁠—”

“Your tradecraft is an embarrassment to the agency you pretend to work for. I know that you’re a political appointee. This sort of thing can’t be learned in a few days—it’s absorbed over years. You need to bring in experts to handle this for you.”

“You son of a bitch,” growled Grey, taking a step in Cooper’s direction. “I’ll make sure you’re disciplined for this. Say that again and see what happens.”

Cooper clenched and unclenched his fists. He wanted nothing more than for Grey to try it on. But he knew that a fight, even one that lasted a matter of seconds, would just draw even more attention to their presence in Dubai.

With one last hard look at Grey, Cooper walked to the door.
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Cooper burned off his anger towards Grey with a six-mile walk along the seafront. The temperature was in the mid-twenties. There was something about the size and scale of the vast glittering ocean that helped him put his own frustrations into perspective. The world was full of Winston Greys, bungling, arrogant and ambitious pen-pushers with an inflated sense of their own abilities, but they would come and go as reliably as one of the freight ships he could see on the horizon. The important thing was to focus on the immediate challenges in front of him. Despite Arash Heydari’s unpleasant character, Cooper had made a pledge to Control to keep him safe. Since then, he’d made another pledge to himself, silently, that he would do whatever he could to protect Darius and his mother from the pressures crowding in on their world. Grey might consider them ‘collateral damage’, but that wasn’t how Cooper felt. He planned to do everything he could to keep them out of the line of fire.

Cooper turned away from the ocean and traced a path through the streets towards the villa, turning onto the Heydaris’ street to see Abbas Ahmadi being led in handcuffs to a waiting police car and driven away at speed. Cooper stepped back behind a wall to avoid being seen. The same detective who had visited the house before—Detective Al-Shamsi—spent a few minutes speaking to Mrs Heydari at the front door before climbing into a second vehicle and driving away.

Cooper waited for ten minutes and then circled around to the rear entrance. He tracked Rosie down to the laundry room in the basement.

“What’s happened?” he asked. “I saw a police car out front.”

“The police took Abbas away,” she said. “Apparently, his fingerprints were on the gun they found in the rubbish bins at the end of the street. I heard him trying to tell them that he owned the gun as part of his job, but Mrs Heydari told them this wasn’t true.”

“What’ll happen to him?”

“He’ll be deported back to Egypt,” said Rosie. “Good riddance. I hated him. I’m sure that there’ll be another idiot in a uniform sitting in his chair by the end of the week, but until then we can have a break from all the snooping around.”

“What do you think Abbas was doing with a gun?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I heard some noises in the shadows last night when I went out for a smoke, but I didn’t wait to see anyone.”

She looked away quickly, not wanting to meet Cooper’s eyes in case her expression betrayed the fact that she’d tried to blackmail Abbas shortly before all this happened. She must believe that was linked in some way to the discovery of the gun, Cooper thought, but she’d have no way of knowing just how close she had come to being shot dead on a dusty back street.

She handed him the edge of a bedsheet.

“Help me fold this,” she said. “Do you remember I said that I was looking for another job?” she said.

He nodded.

“I’ve accepted a job with a German family. The money’s not as good, but I can’t stay here any longer. It was bad enough with Mr Heydari losing his temper every night, but with the police around and guns being discovered in bins, it is impossible.”

She took the sheet edge from him and folded it quickly into a small, neat square, placing it on top of the other sheets.

“Have you made plans too?” she asked.

“I’ll teach Darius for as long as he needs me. I’ve developed a soft spot for the boy.”

Rosie shook her head.

“I’ve tried to tell you that things are not going to continue like this around here,” she said. “You really should have a backup plan.”

Cooper had shut down Mrs Heydari’s plan to escape by ship with his fabricated account of a visit by immigration officials. Was it possible that she was looking elsewhere? If anyone would know, it was Rosie.

“Be frank with me, Rosie,” he said. “What do you know that I don’t?”

Rosie sighed. “I’m pretty sure that her time here is limited,” she said.

“But why do you think that?” he asked.

“She came back from the bank yesterday with two thousand dollars in cash. This morning a man came to collect it. I opened the door to him. He asked for her, and when she came, she got embarrassed and sent me to the basement.”

“What does that prove?”

“I watched him leave,” she said. “He was driving a car with the name of a desert safari company on the side.”

“A desert safari? But couldn’t that just be a surprise for Darius’s birthday?”

“A two-thousand-dollar surprise?” She cackled with laughter. “He’s driving her across the desert to Oman. Her and Darius—she’d never dream of going anywhere without him.”

Cooper’s heart sank. He hadn’t taken any pleasure in blocking Mrs Heydari’s first attempt to escape, and he dreaded the thought of doing the same thing again. He felt nothing but compassion for her. He’d been telling the truth when he told her that he’d had an aunt who had been in her situation. Cooper had only been twelve at the time, but despite his parents’ best efforts to shield him from the truth, he had heard whispered conversations about her bruises and broken bones. His parents had been wary of intervening in a domestic situation, and back then there was much less open discussion about the kind of violence that typically happened behind closed doors. The police were known to dismiss complaints by battered wives.

Then one day she was found halfway down the garden path by a neighbour who happened to glance over the fence. Her face was beaten badly, and one of her cracked ribs had punctured a lung. She was too weak to call for help. The doctors did what they could to help her, but she died ten days later. Her husband was arrested and initially charged with manslaughter, but the charges were downgraded, and he served less than a year in prison.

Collateral damage.

Grey’s words rang in Cooper’s ears. Mrs Heydari and her son were just collateral damage in this situation. What could Cooper do about that? For all his loathing of him, was Cooper just a version of Grey?

A hypocritical one?

“Edward?” said Rosie. “You look like you’re in a daydream. Here, take this laundry upstairs for me.”

She handed him the fully laden basket.

He was halfway out of the room when she spoke again.

“Oh, one more thing,” she said.

He turned.

“The police detective,” she said. “He wants to speak to you too.”


15




The next day was Saturday. Cooper woke early, the morning sun drifting lazily into his room through the skylight that opened into the garden. The long and restless night had clarified certain things in his mind. The first was that his primary responsibility was to the mission, not to Grey. His job was to keep Arash Heydari alive, and if that meant angering Grey, so be it. The primary threat Cooper could see on the horizon was that Grey’s own incompetence and disregard for operational security would put Heydari at risk. Until Grey left Dubai, Cooper couldn’t afford to let Heydari out of his sight.

As soon as he heard the family stirring several floors up, he climbed the stairs to Darius’s room. The boy was sitting at his desk, chewing the end of a pencil as he struggled with a page of sums.

“You’ve started early,” said Cooper, laying a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“We’re going out this morning,” said Darius. “All of us together.”

He turned his face to look at Cooper. Both excitement and anxiety were visible in his expression. Cooper hadn’t known them to all go out together in all the time he’d been there.

“Whose idea was this?” he asked.

“My father’s. He wants to take us all to see the fountains this morning. He said he’ll even buy me one of the Turkish ice creams they sell there.”

Cooper processed the news. The fountain show at the base of the Burj Khalifa tower—the tallest man-made structure in the world—was one of the main tourist draws in Dubai, showcasing the work of the same team behind the Bellagio casino in Las Vegas. In one way, it was entirely natural that Arash Heydari would take his son to see the choreographed water and music show. But Cooper had learned that Heydari was overwhelmingly focussed on himself and his needs. What were the chances that he genuinely wanted to spend the morning with his family? It seemed unlikely to Cooper.

And at the very same time that Grey had flown into Dubai?

No.

What seemed much more likely was that Heydari planned to use his family as cover in some way. On the off chance that Heydari was being monitored by the Iranian embassy, all they would see was a father and husband spending a day in the sunshine with his family. What could be more natural than that?

Once Darius was summoned upstairs to join his parents, Cooper slipped out of the villa. There was little point following them as they travelled to the Burj. If Cooper was right and this daytrip was cover for a meeting with Grey, Heydari would go through the motions first: he’d watch the fountain show, buy his son an ice cream and make sure he looked to the world like any other caring family man before slipping off at an opportune moment.

More importantly, Cooper needed to use the time to access the weapons cache. He was feeling increasingly exposed and vulnerable without access to firearms, and the prospect of taking on an Iranian team with nothing but his bare hands didn’t fill him with enthusiasm.

He’d memorised the coordinates and burned the slip of paper the night before, having studied a map to identify the exact location of the cache: the gold souk. It didn’t immediately make sense to him, and he checked the coordinates several times to make sure he hadn’t made a mistake. But every time they led him to the same narrow street in the heart of the bustling bazaar. That was why Cooper found it such an odd choice. Yes, he had robust cover for visiting the gold market. It was a popular destination with the many millions of tourists who visited Dubai each year, and anyone carrying out surveillance on Cooper wouldn’t think there was anything strange about him going there. But another vital characteristic of any covert cache was that it was discreet. You didn’t want to be observed as you lifted a paving stone or dug up some loose earth to retrieve the weapon.

Grey had written further instructions for Cooper on the same slip of paper.

Look for a little shop called ‘Al-Bustani Brothers’, he’d written. Tell them you’re a friend of Charlie’s—make sure you get the words right—and they’ll give you what you need.

Cooper navigated his way to the beginning of the street. The shops on either side were small and narrow, many owned and run by families who had been in the business for generations. The display areas at the front were crammed with every conceivable kind of jewellery, from necklaces to rings, bracelets and chains of every size and weight, and shopkeepers kept up a lively stream of chatter with passers-by, intended to lure them inside for a cup of hot, sweet tea and—ultimately—a hefty purchase. Cooper knew that gold played a much more central role in Arab society than in Europe. Young women’s dowries were paid in gold, and many families had their savings invested in gold, just as their ancestors had done.

He spotted the Al-Bustani Brothers store just ahead. It was particularly ramshackle compared to the others, and the front window was dusty and cracked in places. Cooper stopped to have a look in the window. The shop was small. Two elderly men played backgammon and smoked traditional water pipes. A young man—possibly the grandson of one of the two older men—flirted with a young female customer in the corner, draping necklaces across her shoulder.

Cooper was able to step into the shop and look around without attracting any attention. As much as he wanted to retrieve the weapon left by Grey, Cooper felt deeply uncomfortable once again with the CIA man’s tradecraft. With all these people around, how could he possibly carry out this transaction safely and securely?

Without thinking, he tuned in to the conversation in Arabic between the two men playing backgammon.

“Do you think this could be him?” said one of them in a low voice. “Didn’t he say it was a young Western man?”

The other man turned stiffly to cast an appraising glance at Cooper, who stood with his back to them, watching everything reflected in the grimy front window.

“Allah knows,” the man said, turning with a sigh back to the game. He picked up the dice and threw them. “I don’t care who it is as long as the Americans keep on paying us good money.”

It was enough to tell Cooper what he needed to know. This was another example of shoddy tradecraft. If Cooper had been setting up something similar, he would have entrusted the key task to one individual and sworn them to absolute secrecy. But this man was casually discussing the handover in a shop filled with people.

As much as he wanted to get his hands on a gun, Cooper didn’t want to reveal himself as a Western operative with his mind on violence.

He slipped out of the door and back onto the street.
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Cooper arrived at the base of the Burj Khalifa skyscraper to find the area already densely packed with tourists. The sky was a bright azure blue, marked only by the trails of jets flying far overhead. At the weekend, the fountain show took place every thirty minutes, and between the hordes leaving and the next groups arriving, Cooper found it slow work making his way to the vantage point he had previously identified. He knew that the Heydaris would drive and park in one of the nearby areas set aside for diplomats, and from there he worked out the route they would likely take on foot to the fountain show.

Sure enough, ten minutes before the show was due to begin, Cooper spotted the distinctive clipped grey hair and beard of Heydari in the crowds. Holding out an arm to clear a path, the Iranian diplomat shepherded his wife and son in the direction of the metal railings at the front. Darius’s mop of dark hair occasionally bobbed into sight. Taken aback by the crowds, the boy clung to his mother’s waist, especially as without warning the show suddenly began with jets of water shooting one hundred and fifty metres into the air to a bombastic music soundtrack.

Fortunately for Cooper, the Heydari family was very quickly pinned in place by the crowds and focussed entirely on the dazzling show unfolding before their eyes. Darius and his mother laughed and smiled in amazement, but, if anything, Arash Heydari’s mood seemed to darken as the show progressed. He cast frequent glances back towards one of the nearby hotels and looked at his wristwatch every few minutes.

The show was nearing its climax when he finally made a move. Leaning in to whisper something to his wife, Heydari turned and began to push his way through the crowds. As he walked, he pulled a navy-blue baseball cap from his back pocket and slipped it on, keeping his head lowered throughout to avoid being too conspicuous. It was a sensible thing to do, thought Cooper, but wholly unnecessary, given the way every single pair of eyes was transfixed by jets of coloured water shooting across the sky.

Allowing his target a short head start, Cooper set off. He couldn’t afford to lose sight of Heydari and so settled into position about fifteen paces behind him. Every now and then he’d come across families with pushchairs and elderly relatives and be forced to make his way around them, but the fact that Heydari was the only person on the move—and the only person heading away from the show—made things easier. Cooper didn’t know what reason Heydari had given his wife for leaving, but the Iranian ignored signs for public toilets and set off in the general direction of a tight cluster of low-rise apartment blocks that abutted the main square.

It was only as Heydari crossed a small bridge that Cooper saw the first Iranian operative. It helped that Cooper had seen him before, as part of the team that had dry-cleaned Abbas Ahmadi on his way to meeting with Kamran Darbandi. On this occasion, though, his purpose was clearly to identify where Heydari was going and whom he intended to meet. The man touched his ear, his lips moving as he murmured something into the microphone that would carry his words to the rest of his team. The operative fell into step twenty paces or so behind Heydari. Cooper saw another man, this one in his late twenties, clean-shaven and wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the words Visit Dubai, separate himself from the crowd and begin to amble in the same direction as Heydari.

Cooper considered his options. He’d identified two operatives in the space of thirty seconds, but he had no doubt that there would be at least half a dozen more. He could get Control on the line and ask him to pass on an urgent message to Grey and the CIA that their agent was under hostile surveillance at this very moment and as a result they must abort their meeting. If the Iranian team was able to follow Heydari all the way to Grey, they would have confirmation that their diplomat was an American agent.

Heydari wouldn’t survive the day.

But Cooper knew what Grey would say.

Leave this to us—we know what we’re doing. Get back in your box.

There was another option. Cooper could prevent the team from following Heydari. They clearly had their suspicions that Heydari was their mole, but if Cooper could find a way to throw the team off his scent, all they would be left with were suspicions. At the end of the day, they might believe that Heydari was on his way to meet his CIA handler, but without a member of their team witnessing him knock on a locked door and be admitted into a meeting, they wouldn’t know for sure. Arash Heydari might be top of their list of suspects because of his erratic behaviour, but Cooper knew that if they had the smallest scintilla of actual proof, they would have already flown him back to Tehran to face a mock trial and a firing squad.

Time was running out, but stopping their team in its tracks was the only way he could keep Heydari alive for another day. That would give Cooper a chance to plead once again for Grey to pull the plug on his unstable agent.

He needed to get ahead of Heydari. Threading his way along the edge of the crowds to stay out of sight, Cooper moved as quickly as he could without running. If Heydari continued on the same exact path, he would soon enter a distant complex of apartment blocks that was often used for high-end, short-term rentals. It was exactly the sort of place a spy agency would choose for a clandestine meeting: private and out of the way, but near enough to a busy area where personnel could disappear if things went south. Cooper broke into a jog. He would have to be quick. It would be tight, but if he looped around the entire building, it would lead him to the same place that Heydari was going but without the risk that he would be spotted by the hostile Iranian team.

Once free of the crowds, he broke into a fast run alongside the edge of one apartment block before turning left into the plaza area shared by all the buildings. A modest fountain sat in the middle of the courtyard, and an empty children’s playground was off to one side. Ahead of him, Cooper could see the mouth of an alleyway. Heydari emerged first, casting a single anxious glance behind him. Satisfied that he wasn’t being followed, he quickened his step, changed his angle and approached a set of glass doors in a building to his right.

There was no time to lose. Cooper knew that it would be a matter of seconds before the first Iranian emerged from the same alleyway and saw Heydari enter the building. At moments like this, even if the entire surveillance team consisted of a dozen operatives, they were only connected to their target by the man or woman in the lead position.

If Cooper took them out, the team behind would be blind.

He sprinted hard towards the mouth of the alleyway. Just as he reached it, the first Iranian operative stepped out into the daylight, his eyes blinking as he adjusted to the sunshine. He began to glance around for Heydari, and in that moment Cooper swung a stiff looping arm that almost connected with his throat. It was a hard enough blow to rock the man back on his heels, but made with such little preparation that it only fazed the operative. He stumbled backwards, fumbling with one hand for the gun tucked into the back of his waistband.

Cooper had to be fast. If the fight continued for more than a few seconds, the next surveillance operative would come upon them. Cooper took advantage of the fact that the man’s attention—and his right hand—was focussed on pulling out his weapon, delivering an open palm to the bridge of his opponent’s nose, splintering the bone and cartilage. The Iranian fell back heavily to the hard ground with a loud grunt. But as Cooper stepped over him to deliver a final blow, the man’s hand came around with a gun. He got off one shot that hit the roof of the alleyway, causing a cascade of stone and dust that landed on Cooper’s back. He grabbed the operative’s hand and bent it back so that the gun was pointed into the man’s own stomach.

He pulled the trigger. The way that the gun was pressed into the man’s belly muffled the sound, but his entire body heaved and shuddered.

Cooper dragged the body out of the alleyway and rolled it underneath an ornamental hedge off to one side. Stepping back against the wall, his chest heaving with adrenaline and effort, he listened to approaching footsteps and watched as the next operative emerged from the alleyway. He looked at the ground beneath his feet and the faint smear of blood and glanced around, searching for any sight of his colleague or Heydari.

There were dozens of doors leading away from the courtyard, and he had no way of knowing which one Heydari had gone through.

Pressing a finger to one ear, the man murmured urgently in Farsi to the rest of his team and ran to the nearest door, flinging it open and disappearing inside in a desperate attempt to locate Heydari.

Cooper glanced down the alleyway. It wouldn’t remain empty for long. The rest of the team would know that they’d lost sight of Heydari and be hurrying to the courtyard to join the search. Cooper could only hope that Heydari was already safely inside a room with Grey.

He stepped away from the wall and ran back in the direction he’d come from.
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“So what was the ice cream like?” asked Cooper.

“He didn’t buy me one,” said Darius. “He had to go to a meeting.”

It was the following morning. Although it was technically Edward White’s day off, Darius had come down to the basement level soon after eight and knocked quietly on his tutor’s door, desperate to share the excitement of the previous day’s visit to the Burj Khalifa. Under one arm he carried a sheaf of drawings he had made as soon as he got home, depicting the fountains against the backdrop of skyscrapers. Even after they’d discussed the day in detail, Darius seemed to want to hang around, so after checking first with Mrs Heydari, Cooper rented a pair of bikes, and the two of them set off at a leisurely pace in the direction of the beach.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Darius excitedly, taking one hand off the handlebar to illustrate what he was describing. “I’ve already asked my father if we can go again next weekend. Some of the jets of water go so high into the sky that they almost disappear! I was worried they might even hit an aeroplane!”

Cooper laughed. “You’ve persuaded me. I wasn’t planning to go, but it sounds like they’re a must-see.”

They slowed as they approached a junction, checking both ways before Cooper led them in a right-hand turn. In the distance he could see the flat shimmering horizon and the waves of the Persian Gulf, sparkling in the morning sunshine.

“Did your parents enjoy it too?” Cooper asked.

“My mother loved it,” Darius said. “She couldn’t believe it either. All those colours! She said there’s nothing like that in Iran so we’ve got to make sure we have experiences like that while we can.”

Something about the boy’s comment caught Cooper’s attention.

“That makes it sound like you’re going back home soon. I’d miss you if you went.”

“I’d miss you too. I don’t think we’re going because my father has been sent here for three years, and we’ve only been here for one.” The boy furrowed his brow. “But sometimes my mother talks like we’re going away soon.”

“Back to Iran?”

“I guess so, yes. But yesterday she asked me if I wanted to visit Europe again.”

Cooper remembered Rosie’s words. If she was right, Mrs Heydari and Darius would very soon be hidden in the back of a jeep, speeding across the desert in the direction of Oman and a new life, far away from the rages of Arash Heydari.

“I forgot to tell you the most exciting thing that happened yesterday,” said Darius. “The police found a dead body!”

“A dead body? Where?”

Out of the corner of his eye, Cooper registered the presence of a black Range Rover. It had just made the same right-hand turn as them and was now driving slowly about fifty feet behind. The road ahead ran in a straight line to the beach. On either side of them was dusty scrubland that had been earmarked for construction, but for now it was filled with nothing more than the occasional billboard. Even if they decided to take their bikes off the road, a vehicle—especially a 4x4 like the Range Rover—would be able to close down the distance to them quickly.

“I think it was discovered near one of the apartment blocks behind the fountains,” said Darius. “I bumped into a boy from my class at the show, and he said the police had set up a crime scene with tape just like the ones you see in the movies.”

Cooper braked and changed direction to make sure that he was on the outside and Darius was next to the pavement. As he did so, the black Range Rover accelerated towards them.

“Quickly,” said Cooper, pointing with one hand away from the road. “Ride your bike over there.”

As Darius did as he was told, Cooper turned his bike into the middle of the road. If this was an attack meant for him, he didn’t want Darius to get harmed in the process.

“Go!” he called to Darius. “Quickly!”

The Range Rover drove into the gap between Cooper and Darius and braked sharply. The same detective who had visited the villa and spoken to Mrs Heydari opened the front passenger door and got out. He waved towards Cooper and smiled.

“My name is Detective Al-Shamsi. I hope we didn’t alarm you. My colleague was a little heavy on the gas.”

Darius cycled back to join them.

“Young man,” said the detective, “do you think you could ride ahead and let me speak to your tutor for a few minutes?”

The boy looked to Cooper.

“It’s fine,” said Cooper. “I’ll keep an eye on you.”

The detective waved a dismissive hand in the direction of his colleague behind the wheel of the Range Rover and fell into step beside Cooper. He took a pair of reflective aviator sunglasses from his jacket pocket and slipped them on.

“I’ll come straight to the point, Mr White. You’ll be aware that the security guard working for Mr and Mrs Heydari was taken away the other day. We could have charged him with possession of an unlicensed weapon, but in the end, we decided to deport him back to Egypt.”

“So it was his gun you found?” asked Cooper.

The detective glanced across to watch Cooper’s expression.

“According to the lab,” he said, “the security guard was the last person to handle the weapon we retrieved from the bins. Now, that doesn’t automatically make it his, but since he wasn’t willing to be honest with us, we had no choice but to expel him.”

Twenty feet ahead of them, Darius cycled slowly, every now and then casting a nervous backwards glance over his shoulder to check on Cooper and the detective.

“I didn’t really know the security guard,” said Cooper. “Abbas, was that his name? He wasn’t a very friendly character, that’s as much as I do know.”

The detective nodded in a way that suggested he didn’t really believe what he was being told.

“You will understand that in light of recent events, there is a high level of concern about things like this. This is a very safe society. Crime levels are low. It’s not every day that guns are found in bins, especially in neighbourhoods like this one where diplomats live. People are concerned.”

“I heard that you found a dead body yesterday,” said Cooper.

“An Iranian,” said the detective, putting a hand on Cooper’s arm to stop him. “You can see why I want to talk to you. Firstly, a security guard working for an Iranian diplomat is caught in possession of an illegal firearm. Secondly, the body of an Iranian tourist is discovered barely several hundred metres from a large crowd watching the fountain show at the Burj Khalifa. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that the two events are linked.”

“Please tell me how I can help you,” said Cooper, looking the detective square in the eye.

The detective’s tone changed.

“You can start by telling me what you were doing in the villa’s garden the night before the gun was discovered in the bin.”

Cooper had expected this moment would come. He knew the police would have examined the villa’s CCTV and seen Rosie, Ahmadi and then Cooper himself leaving the villa in fairly rapid succession. What is more, they would have seen that Cooper was moving at speed as though on urgent business.

“I was worried about Rosie,” he said.

“The Filippino domestic worker?” said the detective, his brow furrowed. “Why were you worried about her?”

“Ahmadi wasn’t a very friendly character. But it was a little more than that. I could tell from the way he looked at her that he made Rosie feel uncomfortable, and I think he even made lewd comments to her on some occasions. He was the reason she started locking her bedroom every night. That night, I saw him looking through a window at the garden. The moment he saw her out there with the rubbish bag, his whole demeanour changed. It was… creepy. There’s no other word for it. He went back to his room, and that was the end of it, or so I thought. But then I was worried that he’d followed her out there, so I went outside to check that she was alright.”

The detective was silent as he processed Cooper’s account of the evening, looking for inconsistencies or things that didn’t add up.

“And was she?”

“Yes,” said Cooper. “I didn’t speak to her because she was on a phone call to her kids in Manila. But she was alright. I waited until she finished her call and checked that she made it back okay. But I didn’t see the security guard at all. It’s possible…”

He let his sentence trail off.

“Yes, Mr White?”

“It’s possible that Ahmadi was out there but I simply didn’t see him. I suppose it’s also possible that he got spooked when he saw me and threw the gun in the bin. I don’t know. This isn’t my area of expertise, Detective. I’m much more at home talking about the English Reformation or the periodic table.”

Ahead of them, Darius had reached the edge of the beach. He turned to look at Cooper and the detective and waved. Cooper waved back. They started walking again. The detective reached into his pocket and took out a business card.

“I’d like to stay in touch, Mr White. Please let me know if you’re planning to travel outside the Emirates. It’s in all our interests for things to settle down. We like things quiet in Dubai, and I’m sorry to say that at the moment Mr and Mrs Heydari’s villa—and the entire Iranian community—is not particularly peaceful.”

Cooper glanced at the card. Detective Ali Al-Shamsi, Diplomatic and Embassy Police, he read. The thought crossed Cooper’s mind that the detective might be trying to recruit him as a source. Such things were normally done by intelligence agencies, but plenty of police forces around the world ran sources too.

“Perhaps you could let me know in advance,” said the detective, “if things are going to get… noisy again. What do you think?”

Cooper spotted the opportunity in an instant. He hated himself for even having the thought. He’d been putting off doing anything about Mrs Heydari’s possible escape from Dubai with Darius because in his heart of hearts he wanted her to get away and start a new life. He wanted her to break free of Heydari’s stifling grasp and raise her son as far away as possible from his tempers and violent rages. But Cooper needed her to stay too. He couldn’t do his job if she left.

“There is one thing, Detective Al-Shamsi,” he said, lowering his voice, even though Darius was too far away to hear them. “I think that Mrs Heydari may be planning to… escape, if that’s not too strong a word. With her son. I’m only telling you because I have grown fond of the boy, and I don’t want to see their family broken up.”

“How do you know this?”

“I saw her give a large sum of money to a desert safari company,” he said. “There was some gossip among other staff at the villa. It’s probably nothing, but I think it might be worth checking out.”

The detective nodded and waved to his colleague parked up the street. He held out a hand.

“Let’s stay in touch, Mr White.”

Cooper shook the detective’s hand, nodded and turned away to look for Darius. The sight of the innocent smile on the boy’s face made him feel more guilty than he had for a very long time.
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The hardest part was going to be explaining to Darius what was going on.

Mrs Heydari was confident that she had at least thirty minutes before her husband woke up. He’d drunk so much the night before, spending hour after hour berating her for her shortcomings and those of their son, that it was possible he’d sleep for even longer, but she couldn’t count on it. She would have to get Darius up, dressed and out of the door inside the next ten minutes. She’d pleaded with the owner of the safari company to allow her to choose another day and time, one when she could be sure her husband was tied up at the embassy for hours, but he’d put his foot down.

This is a serious business, he’d said. We need to take weather conditions into account, as well as security patrols in the desert by Emirati and Omani forces. If I say that’s the time we go, that’s the time we go.

She gently shook Darius’s shoulder. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked around.

“What’s happening, Mama?” he said.

She held a finger to her lips to quieten him.

“Shh, sweetheart,” she whispered. “We mustn’t wake your father. Time to get up.”

Darius was used to tiptoeing around his father and accepted without question the idea that they should keep noise to a minimum. She pointed at a pile of clothes at the end of his bed, and he began to dress.

“Where are we going?” he whispered.

“On a special day out,” she said, forcing a smile. “I’ll tell you all about it later.”

She took no pleasure in doing this. If she thought solely of herself and her own future, fleeing was an easy choice. She couldn’t imagine spending the rest of her life with the man that Arash Heydari had become. The earnest, handsome young diplomat she’d met and fallen in love with was long gone, replaced by a bitter, violent obsessive who sought to control every aspect of their lives and took out his anger on her every night, increasingly with his fists. She had spent many a sleepless night trying to understand when and how it had happened. He’d once been so happy in his job and proud of representing his country, but he’d returned from that work trip to Djakarta several years ago with the weight of the world on his shoulders. She’d asked him countless times to unburden himself and share his anxieties with her, but he slowly shut the door on her to the point that the only time he spoke to her these days was when he’d been drinking and wanted to unleash his anger on someone.

She wasn’t going to put up with it anymore.

Darius spotted her backpack, bought new for their trip today.

“Is that yours?” he asked.

She waved away his question.

“Hurry up and get dressed,” she chided.

She’d made her decision and didn’t want to dwell on it. The thought of taking Darius away from his father had been unthinkable at first. What kind of life is it to grow up without a father? She’d asked herself the question over and over again. And not just the boy’s father. What she was planning to do would mean saying goodbye forever to his grandparents, his cousins, even his best friend Zeeshan. It would mean saying goodbye to his country. Darius would grow up stateless, an exile in a country that was not his own.

It was a marker of just how bad things had got that this was the decision she needed to take.

She took Darius by the arm and led him downstairs to the back door. Punching in the security code to disable the alarm, she opened the door and stepped into the garden. The sun was just rising, and the early morning air was fresh and cool. Darius shivered.

“Mama,” he said again, “where are we going?”

She’d booked a taxi the night before, and as they walked towards the back gate of the villa, she caught the sound of an engine idling.

“We’re going on a trip,” she said, tousling his hair. “It’ll be an adventure, and we’re both going to have to be very brave indeed.”

She eased open the heavy metal gate and stepped out onto the narrow, dusty service road. The taxi crawled forward, and she pushed her son into the back seat a little more roughly than she intended.

“Mama, you’re scaring me. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, sweetheart. I’m sorry. I’m just a little tired.”

“Why do we have to be brave?”

She leaned forward to hand the driver the handwritten directions to the pickup point. The owner of the company had been clear. What you’re asking me to do is not strictly legal, he’d said. You can’t just come to our office with your suitcase in broad daylight. I’ll find a discreet place and meet you there.

The discreet place turned out to be the car park outside a Chinese restaurant to the east of the city. At this hour the roads were largely empty. She’d anticipated it might take them thirty minutes to get there, but after fifteen minutes she checked on her phone’s map and saw they were getting close. She cracked her window and breathed deeply. She felt excitement welling up inside her. Yes, it would be hard for Darius. He would miss his father, and she would have to call her parents and explain what she had done. There would be arguments, recriminations and tears. They would plead with her to come home. But she would be free. That was the most important thing.

The taxi pulled off the highway and swung in a gentle arc down the empty slip road to the complex of shops and restaurants. She could pick out the colourful wooden dragon painted above the restaurant’s sign, and spotted the single vehicle, parked in the far corner under the shade of a eucalyptus tree. It wasn’t the rugged jeep that she had expected, but it was always possible that they’d start their journey in a gleaming Range Rover and transfer to the 4x4 once they were away from prying eyes.

Darius looked across at his mother, his eyes filled with anxiety and fear.

“I don’t like this, Mama. Where are we going? Why isn’t Papa with us?”

She squeezed his hand tightly and handed a few bills to the taxi driver.

Holding her son’s hand tightly, Mrs Heydari crossed the car park towards the waiting vehicle. As they neared, the front car door opened, and the detective who had visited her before stepped out.

Mrs Heydari realised that no one would be driving into the desert today.

The man opened the back door of the Range Rover.

“Get in, please. I’m here to take you home to your husband.”
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It took a tearful eleven-year-old boy to tell Cooper exactly what had happened.

First it was his mother’s gentle hand at dawn, shaking him awake with promises of a special trip just for the two of them, followed by a taxi ride across the city to—of all places—a Chinese restaurant. The police detective who had been waiting for them was friendly enough, said Darius, but he spoke in the tone of voice that teachers at school use when they’re secretly annoyed with you.

Mother tried to get back into the taxi that brought us there, he said. But the detective said something to the taxi driver, and he drove off without us, so we didn’t have any choice but to get into their car.

That was when the tears really started. Darius recounted a journey back to the villa in which his mother gripped his hand so tightly it started to hurt. His father was waiting on the front step of the villa as though he had been told what was happening. Darius had never seen him looking so angry. He came down from the steps to shake the detective’s hand and thank him for his help in this matter, before taking Mrs Heydari by the elbow and leading her into the house. Darius followed a few steps behind, carrying his mother’s new backpack. He told Cooper that his father was being very gentle with his mother, and he found himself hoping that whatever had just happened would be the beginning of a new phase in which everyone got on well, but as soon as the front door shut, everything changed for the worse.

His father began to rain blows down on Mrs Heydari, all the while screaming that she had disgraced the family name and deserved to rot in hell. Darius said that he had never heard his father use such horrible words before, and on this occasion, he hadn’t even been drinking alcohol.

“Go to your room!” his father had shouted at him before dragging his mother upstairs.

Darius hadn’t seen her for two days now.

The other thing that had changed in the villa was the arrival of yet another security guard. This one was a tall, lean Syrian man who wore the uniform of the same security company Abbas Ahmadi had worked for. He introduced himself to Cooper one evening as Samir, before making an unsuccessful attempt to intimidate Cooper by squeezing his outstretched hand. Once Cooper was passing the front door when Samir was elsewhere in the villa, and he took the opportunity to check the bank of screens, registering that a new camera had been installed pointing directly at the outside of Mrs Heydari’s bedroom door upstairs.

Samir was clearly there to watch her and make sure she didn’t make another escape attempt.

He wasn’t a security guard.

He was a prison guard.

As much as he was conscious of Grey’s orders that he should not concern himself with the welfare of unimportant bystanders like Mrs Heydari, Cooper couldn’t allow himself to live in the same house as a person being held against their will. He came up with several sophisticated and complex plans to get Samir out of the way for ten minutes or so, just long enough for him to take Mrs Heydari some food and see if there was anything else she needed, but in the end he resorted to the kind of trick he and his half-brother might have played on a grown-up when they were little.

Waiting until Samir had left his post to visit the bathroom, Cooper took a chair and tilted it so that it wedged the door handle firmly shut. He stood outside and listened to the sound of the toilet flushing, and watched as the door handle turned and Samir realised that something was wrong. He started to hit the door with his shoulder.

Nothing. It wasn’t budging an inch.

Job done.

In the kitchen, he filled a tray with a jug of water, some fruit and several pieces of warm, fresh flatbread. He made a cup of the sweet black tea he knew she liked to drink. He could hear Samir shouting at the top of his lungs two floors down, but everyone else was out, and the villa doors and windows were all closed.

Cooper put the tray down before he reached Mrs Heydari’s room and reached up to pull the power cable loose from the recently installed CCTV camera. A little red light blinked three times and then went dead. He knocked softly on her door. Hearing nothing, he gently turned the handle and eased it open.

The curtains were drawn.

“Who is it?” he heard her say weakly in Farsi.

“It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but I wondered whether you would like some tea and fruit.”

“Mr White, you must not enter,” she said. “It is not appropriate.”

“I’ll stay here at the door,” said Cooper. “The tray is on the floor. You can collect it once I’ve gone.”

“Thank you.”

“Can I arrange for a doctor to come and see you?” asked Cooper.

“No, I just need rest and some peace and quiet.”

“Darius is worried about you. When he gets home from school today, can I tell him to come up and see you?”

“No,” she said, her voice rising with emotion. “I don’t want him to see me like this. Please, Mr White—you are only here as my son’s tutor. I do not need you to act as an intermediary between me and my son, and I do not want you to interfere in things that are not your business.”

Cooper paused. He knew that she was determined to escape from her husband. The qualities of courage and perseverance that she had displayed so far strongly suggested that she would continue to try until she was successful or died in the attempt. Perhaps it would be safe for him to stop pretending that he didn’t know that.

“I know that your husband is violent towards you, and I know that you are trying to find a way to create a better life for you and Darius that is far away from him. Is there anything you would like me to do?”

Her tone became bitter. “You have done quite enough already. I asked Detective Al-Shamsi in the car about the immigration official who came to the villa. Do you remember this? You approached me in the garden and told me an official had warned me against leaving Dubai on a cruise ship. This was the reason that I did not take that opportunity to escape with Darius. And do you know what the detective said?”

In the silence Cooper could hear the slight wheeze of her breathing and the beating of his own heart.

“He told me there was no immigration official. No one came here with that message. So either you were tricked, and you seem like a clever man, or you fabricated this story in order…”

She trailed off. Through the gloom he saw her lift a water glass and take a sip.

“Well, this is the question,” she said finally. “Why would you do such a heartless thing?”

“Let me explain, Mrs⁠—”

“Stop. Please. I am not interested in hearing another lie from you, especially when I already know the truth. I discovered my husband’s diary the other day. I didn’t even know that he kept one. You can imagine my surprise upon learning that he has been working in secret for the Americans all these years. I can only imagine that in some sordid and dirty way you are mixed up in that too, and thought that if I was able to leave, you would have no reason to remain here.”

She pulled herself up on the pillows. When she spoke again, there was a new steeliness running through her voice.

“I don’t need your help because there will be no need in future for escapes across the desert or by cruise ships. I will simply take a taxi to the airport with my son, and we will fly to freedom.”

“What do you mean?” Cooper asked, although he already knew the answer.

She raised a hand in the gloom. She was holding a mobile phone.

“Making a phone call is almost the only thing I am able to do.”

“Who did you call?”

“I called the only people who are able to make sure that my husband never darkens the door of this villa again. Now for the last time, Mr Cooper, get out of here. And while you’re at it, pack your bags and get out of the villa and our lives too.”
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Cooper removed the wooden chair from its position blocking the toilet door handle and stepped back. The door was flung open immediately, clattering against the wall. Samir looked at Cooper still holding the chair in one hand, and immediately understood what had happened.

“You did this,” he said, his fists bunching.

Cooper had no time to waste on conversation. He threw the chair to one side and hit the security guard once, hard and fast, in the gut. Grabbing him by his shirt collar, he hauled him upright and pushed him back against the wall.

“I’m only going to ask you once. Mr Heydari. Where is he?”

Samir struggled weakly.

Cooper drew back a fist.

“Stop, stop!” Samir pleaded.

Cooper kept his fist raised.

“He left for the airport thirty minutes ago,” Samir said.

“How do you know it was the airport?”

“He told me to book a taxi for him.”

“Where is he going?”

“I have no idea.”

Cooper readied his fist again. “Think!” he demanded. “What did he say?”

Samir blinked repeatedly, struggling with the pain caused by Cooper’s punch to his stomach. Cooper relaxed his grip and allowed him to slump to the toilet seat.

“He told me to watch his wife,” Samir said. “He told me to make sure she doesn’t leave the villa.”

“What else?”

“He said I am good man, that I am better than the last security guard they had.”

“Anything else?”

Samir thought about it, a look of defeat in his eyes. He rubbed his forehead.

“He joked that he’d bring back a piece of Yazdi cake for me,” he mumbled.

Cooper had only once eaten Yazdi cake, on a street corner in Esfahan seven years earlier. It was a popular Iranian treat. Did that mean that Heydari was flying back to Iran? Cooper’s mind raced. If Mrs Heydari had really informed the embassy of her husband’s treachery, he wouldn’t be flying back for a routine meeting in the Foreign Ministry.

He would be flying back to a firing squad.
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Cooper gunned the engine of the Heydari family’s Mercedes SUV and drove it fast up the ramp out of the garage, turning onto the street that ran along the front of the villa. With one hand on the wheel, he scrolled through his phone for a number and dialled.

“Yes?”

The voice was male and American, but it wasn’t Grey. He clipped the phone to the dashboard.

“Get me Grey, quickly.”

“I believe he’s currently in⁠—”

“This is urgent. It doesn’t get more urgent. If he’s in a meeting, drag him out.”

“Hold the line.”

Cooper drove hard, navigating his way through the warren of streets until he reached the highway that would take him to the airport.

“Eleven, this had better be good.”

“Your man is blown sky-high. His wife discovered a diary in which he confessed to being your source. She’s in bed, black and blue from the latest beating, and she has retaliated by calling the embassy to tell them all about her husband’s treachery.”

“Wait, wait,” said Grey.

“There’s no time to wait. Heydari is at the airport, waiting to board a flight to Tehran. If he gets on that plane, you’ll never see him again. He’ll be executed.”

“You’re being dramatic. I’ve read the file—the woman is a fantasist. You can’t take what she says as gospel.”

“She was as lucid as they come.”

Cooper swung into the outside lane and pressed the accelerator to the floor. The Mercedes surged forwards.

“What exactly did she say?”

“She told me that she knows he’s a CIA source, and said that she called the only people able to make sure that he never comes back to the villa.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

“That’s it?” said Grey incredulously. He laughed. “That’s what’s got you so worked up? I thought you’d tell me that she’s sent the diary to the embassy or something like that. But all she actually said was that she’s called someone who can keep him away from her. She might have just told the embassy that he beats her. Or she might have called the local police and filed a criminal complaint. There are a million and one possibilities before you need to go straight to informing on him. She knows what’ll happen. No wife is going to serve up her own husband to be shot.”

“I was in the room with her. You weren’t. I’m telling you—she’s told the embassy. Darbandi knows. That’s why he’s been recalled to Tehran. It’s not for routine meetings. You need to call Heydari and tell him not to get on that plane. I can pick him up and meet your people at the marina for exfiltration.”

“You’re right that he’s not going back for routine meetings, buddy,” said Grey. “That’s the only thing you are right about. He’s going back for an incredibly important meeting at which he’s going to be granted access to the data we’ve been waiting for. After that he can retire to a beach in the Maldives for all I care. But he’s getting on that damned plane.”

“Can you not see what is happening?” said Cooper, struggling to contain his frustration. “They’ve told him that’s why he’s needed in Tehran because they want him to fly back of his own accord. It’s a classic lure.”

The airport sign appeared in the distance, and Cooper swung across the lanes.

“I’m too busy to sit here listening to this shit. I’m going to call Control and get him to withdraw you.”

“I assume this phone call is being recorded,” said Cooper. “Which is good because I want your superiors to hear this further down the line when there is an enquiry into just how this went so wrong. Let me be clear. With or without your help, I am going into that airport and bringing out your man. We will then travel to the marina and will wait there for the boat you have assured me is on standby for exfiltration. If you choose not to activate the boat, there will probably be an almighty gunfight, and your agent may end up dead. If that happens, Grey, the responsibility for his death falls squarely on you.”

Cooper hung up. He had one more thing to do before he reached the airport. It seemed like a crazy idea, but he couldn’t imagine leaving things the way they were.

He dialled Nathan Wiley’s number.

“Hello,” Wiley said. “I wasn’t expecting a call today.”

“I’ve got a favour to ask. I think you might enjoy this one.”
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Abandoning the vehicle directly outside the airport would instantly trigger a security alert, along with an armed response, so Cooper tucked the Mercedes in directly behind a parked coach fifty metres from the entrance and set off at a brisk jog. Abandoned vehicles might be a concerning sight, but passengers in a hurry were entirely run-of-the-mill.

Dubai airport was somewhere between a modern airport and a cathedral. Huge vaulted ceilings curved overhead, and the beige and white marble floors gleamed underfoot. There were probably hundreds of passengers milling around, but the space was so vast that the hall seemed relatively empty.

If Heydari had passed through security and immigration, there was little Cooper would be able to do. Modern airports were intensely monitored spaces, with cameras everywhere and dozens of police on constant patrol; there was next to no chance Cooper would be able to either bluff or fight his way through. Instead, he walked quickly along an endless row of high-end retail outlets: Burberry, Louis Vuitton, Gucci, Rolex. The only thing in his favour was that none of these stores would have branches in Tehran, and there was a good chance that Heydari would stock up on gifts for friends and family every time he went back.

He was in luck.

In the last shop on the row, one that sold local delicacies, he spotted Arash Heydari’s distinctive cropped white hair. He couldn’t see any of Darbandi’s heavies loitering conspicuously nearby, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Heydari already carried plastic bags from Adidas and Chanel, and he’d filled his arms with plastic-wrapped trays of baklava.

Cooper approached the same display unit and stood several feet from Heydari.

“Mr Heydari,” said Cooper.

Heydari looked up abruptly. “What are you doing here? Is Darius alright?”

“He’s fine. Mr Heydari, please stay calm and do not react to what I am about to say. I am working with the CIA. Kamran Darbandi and the IRGC know what has been happening. The reason you have been recalled to Tehran is not to attend meetings but to face a trial and, almost certainly, execution. We need to go—now.”

“What? This is too… you are not a tutor?”

“No. We have to go. I have little doubt that you will be under surveillance by Darbandi’s team now. We have to find a way to leave the airport that does not arouse suspicion.”

Cooper glanced around. The airport was busy, with passengers of every nationality, so there was a good chance that Cooper wouldn’t stand out as suspicious. Darbandi’s team wouldn’t necessarily recognise him. If they had seen him speaking to Heydari, they might write it off as a harmless interaction with a stranger, but with every second that passed, that assessment would seem less and less likely.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” he said. “It makes no sense. You are not even American.”

“I’m British, but I’m working with the man from the CIA you met in an apartment near the Burj Khalifa three days ago. We promised that we’d get you out of things went bad. Well, this is that moment, and this is that opportunity. If you don’t take it, you’re on your own.”

“You’re too young to know anything about Iran or Iranians, Mr White.”

“Would you rather we spoke in your native tongue, Agha Heydari?” Cooper said in fluent Farsi, dropping in the local word for a respected older man for good measure.

Heydari took a step back, his eyes wide with surprise. He looked around furtively. “If you are right and they know what I have done,” he said, continuing in English, “it doesn’t follow that they will execute me. I have many friends in important positions. My cousin works in the presidential palace as an advisor. They will all understand that I was put under intolerable pressure. Maybe a short prison sentence and then I will be released.”

Cooper shook his head. Was it possible that someone in Heydari’s position, someone working abroad as a diplomat, was shielded from the harshest realities of life in Tehran? Was it possible he believed that the regime routinely let dissidents go free after a tap on the wrist and forgave its enemies in return for a mea culpa? The reality was the polar opposite: torture, solitary confinement, beatings, daily executions. They would make an example of Heydari for collaborating with ‘the Great Satan’.

“Think about your son,” said Cooper. “You don’t want him to grow up without a father, do you? He’ll arrive back in Iran to discover that his father has been executed for treachery and his name is dirt. He will never escape the stain on his character.”

“Instead you offer a life of exile,” he said.

“It will be up to you what that life looks like. You can build a better future for you and your family. Your wife and your son.”

His eyes narrowed at the mention of his wife.

“If I did agree to go with you, I would forbid you from bringing that woman. She has betrayed me and our family name.”

Cooper immediately understood what buttons to press. “If you don’t come with me, your wife will raise Darius entirely by herself. Do you understand that? She’ll stop speaking Farsi to him. She’ll never mention your name or show the boy pictures of your mother and father. He’ll learn her values, not yours. You will be erased from his life, slowly but surely. Is that what you want? If it is, get on the plane and go home.”

Heydari looked off into space.

“I’m going,” said Cooper. “You’re on your own. Good luck.”

Heydari reached out to grab Cooper’s shoulder.

“I’ll come.”
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They were twenty feet from the exit when Cooper saw the first member of the Iranian team. He’d been sitting on a row of seats, half-reading a local newspaper, when he glanced up and spotted Heydari walking briskly to the exit. His panicked eyes looked left and right as he spoke hurriedly into a throat mic. Cooper understood that this turn of events put the surveillance team in a very difficult spot. They were here to observe Heydari and confirm that he had boarded his flight, not to intervene and compel him to do anything. All of the same security concerns that made it difficult for Cooper to use force applied to them too. If they drew their weapons, if they tried to force Heydari onto the plane, they’d quickly attract the attention of the Emirati security forces at the airport. The resulting diplomatic fallout would be catastrophic for the Iranians.

The man stood up, listening intently to the instructions coming through his earpiece. He stepped forward and blocked Heydari’s path.

“Agha Heydari,” he said in Farsi, his voice kept deliberately low-key and muted. “Who is this man, and where are you going?”

Cooper knew there was no point trying to bluff his way through this encounter. The longer they stood there, the more time they would give Darbandi to come up with a plan. He reached out for the man’s hand as though to shake it, took hold of his thumb and twisted it hard, snapping the bone. The man’s face contorted in pain; Cooper took Heydari’s elbow and steered him in the direction of the exit.

Once they were outside, Cooper tried to impel Heydari into a jog towards the parked car. He could see a local policeman standing beside the vehicle. Beyond it, a tow truck turned a corner and came into view.

The policeman turned to see them hurrying in his direction.

“This is your vehicle?” he said, pointing at the Mercedes SUV with the antenna of his walkie-talkie.

“Yes,” said Cooper, pressing the button to unlock the doors. “I’m really sorry for any inconvenience.”

He pushed Heydari towards the passenger door and muttered, “Get in.”

The policeman held out his hands in an effort to block them. “No, no,” he said. “It is too late. It is illegal to park here. You will need to pay a fine and then reclaim the vehicle from the local authorities.”

“I completely understand,” said Cooper. “Let me just get my wallet.”

The policeman came around to stand on the driver’s side, but once Cooper had opened the door, it was a simple matter to hop in and slam the door shut. He reached across to open the passenger door to Heydari, who was looking around helplessly.

“Get in,” he said.

The policeman shouted and hammered on the driver’s window with the base of his walkie-talkie. He saw the tow truck pulling into sight and called out instructions for the driver to block the path of the Mercedes.

Cooper stamped on the accelerator and pulled out into the road, missing the approaching truck by inches.
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Darbandi and his men might have been unlikely to try anything inside the airport, where they would be outnumbered and outgunned, but the open road was a different matter entirely. Cooper counted three vehicles falling in behind them as they passed through the final checkpoint that formed the airport’s security perimeter. Darbandi would be calculating his options. He would know that the greatest failing in the eyes of his masters in Tehran would be to let a traitor escape. That was the ultimate red line. A gunfight on the streets of Dubai might cause them all sorts of diplomatic headaches, but at least the traitor would be punished.

Cooper kept his foot pressed to the floor. If he could remain ahead of the vehicles in pursuit, he stood a chance despite being unarmed. He silently cursed Grey and his incompetence. Every aspect of this operation had been bungled, from the weapons cache to the OpSec to Grey’s reckless use of an open phone line to discuss top secret matters. He had ignored warning signs at every stage, focussing only on his own ambition and desire to impress the powerbrokers in Langley. Men like him shouldn’t be allowed within a country mile of a real live op.

And now Cooper’s life depended on whether the incompetent Grey was able to pull off a complex exfiltration.

The first bullet fired from a trailing car hit the Mercedes’ rear windscreen, shattering the glass. Cooper didn’t need to tell Heydari to keep down; he slid off his seat into the passenger footwell, whimpering and covering his head with his hands.

Cooper tore down the middle of the road, his hand pressed to the horn to warn pedestrians and other vehicles, before braking hard, turning and plunging into a side street. The Iranian vehicle immediately behind them didn’t brake in time and overshot the turning, hitting a parked delivery truck, but the second vehicle just about made it.

Cooper dialled a number on his phone and pressed the speaker button.

“Mrs Heydari?” he said.

Still huddled in the footwell, Arash Heydari looked up suddenly.

“Why are you calling her?” he hissed.

“Mrs Heydari,” said Cooper, ignoring his passenger, “can you get Darius and meet us at the marina as soon as possible?”

A crackle of gunfire came through the phone speaker.

“Mrs Heydari?” said Cooper. “Is that gunfire? Are you alright?”

“Mr White, is that you?” said Mrs Heydari. “Hello? People are shooting at the villa.”

The sounds coming through the phone’s speaker were deafening: gunfire, windows breaking, the shouts of unintelligible male voices shouting in the background.

“Please—call the police!”

“Who is it?” shouted Cooper, struggling to make himself heard above the noise. “Who is attacking you?”

“Armed men from the embassy. They must know what my husband has done. This is all his fault.”

“Is Darius with you? Is Darius there too?”

She broke into sobs. “He was outside. I think they have killed him.”

There was the sound of an explosion, and the line went dead.

The streets here were narrower, and there was no opportunity for the Iranian vehicles to overtake them. Cooper was thrown forward as one of the cars smashed into the rear of the Mercedes, crumpling the corner of the chassis. He was going as fast as he could, but the car behind him—a BMW M5—was simply more powerful. It crashed into them repeatedly. Cooper looked in the rear-view mirror and saw it had only one man inside. He stamped on the brakes, bringing both vehicles to a slow, screeching halt, and then opened his door. He ran back towards the other vehicle. The driver saw him coming, his eyes widening in alarm as he fumbled for his weapon, thrown loose during all the impacts. He didn’t find it quickly enough. Cooper smashed the driver’s window with a rock from the ground and then smashed it into the side of the man’s head.

Cooper ran back to the Mercedes and got in.

After three more turns, Cooper saw signs for the marina just as the final Iranian vehicle swung into place behind them, moving from side to side to find a way past. A bullet smashed into the passenger-side wing mirror. By this stage they were driving alongside the twelve-foot-high chain-link fence that surrounded the marina. Cooper swung the wheel, turned in towards the whitewashed guard booth and smashed through the flimsy wooden barrier, the Iranian car with him every inch of the way. In his peripheral vision he saw a large, sleek powerboat gliding through the waves towards the jetty. He had no time to look for Grey or other evidence that this was the Americans. He had to just go for it.

Cooper executed a handbrake turn and brought the battered Mercedes to a standstill at the beginning of the jetty. He ran around to the passenger door, grabbed Heydari by the arm and dragged him out.

“What have I done?” he sobbed. “What have I done?”

The two of them ran down the jetty as the powerboat glided into position. Cooper spotted Grey at the back, a navy-blue cap pulled low in an effort to blend in. Two crew members drew weapons and laid down covering fire to keep the final Iranian operatives trapped beside their vehicle, while another two crew members stepped forward and reached out for Heydari, each one taking an arm and practically lifting him off the wooden jetty and into the boat. Cooper climbed in on his own. The captain powered the engine, and the boat surged forward and turned while Iranian bullets thudded harmlessly into the wake left by the boat.

“They killed my boy,” Heydari cried out to Grey.

“Take him inside,” ordered Grey.

The same two men gripped Heydari’s arms tightly and bundled him below deck and out of sight. Grey turned to Cooper.

“What happened?” he said.

“We tried to get Heydari’s wife and boy out too, but it looks like the Iranians got there first. I don’t think they made it.”

Grey shrugged. “One less thing for us to worry about. It would’ve been a real headache getting them out too.” He gestured towards the cabin door. “He’ll be resettled somewhere comfortable. Give it time and he’ll get over it. Life is better in the US than Iran. He’ll find a wife who complains less.”

He turned to laugh at his own joke, but the boat surged beneath them, and he almost fell over.

Cooper studied the shimmering horizon and felt the salty breeze on his face.

“Drop me off anywhere further north along the coast,” he said. “I’ve got one last thing to do before I head home.”


EPILOGUE
LISBON, PORTUGAL - THREE MONTHS LATER


Cooper watched from a distance as the group of young boys raced barefoot across the flat sands of Carcavelos Beach, their voices loud and excited as they pursued a Frisbee lifted high on a gust of wind. Bright sunlight reflected off the blue-green water, and in the distance black-clad surfers as tiny as ants were flung around by the tumbling waves.

He heard footsteps on the gravel path behind him and half-turned as someone took a seat next to him on the low wall.

“You weren’t going to come and say hello, Mr White?”

Cooper smiled.

“I seem to recall you made it pretty clear what you thought of me and my type the last time we spoke.”

Dressed in a loose cotton jacket worn over the top of a flower-print dress, Mrs Heydari was almost unrecognisable from the veiled woman Cooper had known in Dubai. She pushed a pair of red plastic sunglasses up to hold back her thick brown hair, bleached in places by exposure to the sun. Spotting his mother, Darius broke free from the pack of boys and waved.

She waved back, releasing him to return to his friends.

“Your disguise will only work for so long, Mr White,” she said. “It didn’t take me very long.”

Cooper was wearing a straw sun hat and a pair of sunglasses he’d bought at the airport.

“It’s just a flying visit. I was passing through Portugal on other business and couldn’t resist the opportunity to check in on Darius. I hope you don’t mind. I don’t plan on making a habit of it. I’m sure that in many ways I’m an unpleasant reminder of your old life.”

“You are. But I am also aware that we are here because of you.”

“You would’ve got here under your own steam. Helping was the least I could do, especially as I got in the way of one of your own plans to escape.”

She inclined her head to agree. “So we are even.”

A siren wailed somewhere behind them. Mrs Heydari flinched and then caught herself, smiling ruefully at her instinctive reaction.

“What can you tell me about my husband?” she said.

“He’s alive and well. He’s in a safe place, and I understand that he is trying to address some of the issues that made him so difficult to live with. Do you think you will want to see him again? If you do, I could talk to certain people and see what is possible.”

Cooper had already made enquiries through Control, who had managed to confirm that the CIA had resettled Arash Heydari in New England, where he had been given a new name and housed in a small cottage near the Maine coast. His handlers—including Grey—visited him every few weeks or so, but Cooper knew this would tail off, leaving Heydari alone and isolated in a society he didn’t understand and probably didn’t like.

“Speaking for myself, I do not wish to ever see him again. But it is impossible for me to make such a decision on behalf of Darius. What does Arash think has become of us? How is it that he has made no attempt to track us down?”

Even if Cooper had wanted to go into the exact details of what Nathan Wiley had done, he wouldn’t have been able to. He had asked Wiley to use his AI tools and those many hundreds of hours of intercepted Heydari family phone calls to stitch together an audio file that made it sound as though the villa was under attack and both Mrs Heydari and Darius were killed. Wiley’s enthusiasm for the task had been palpable, and within an hour an audio file had landed in Cooper’s inbox, along with instructions on how to play it in a way that made it sound like a live phone call.

Once the phone call had persuaded Heydari that his wife and son were lost, the exfiltration had been surprisingly straightforward. The hardest part had been the phone call with Mrs Heydari in which Cooper tried to persuade her to put her trust in him. Once she agreed, it was just a question of mobilising and coordinating Group assets in the region. A support agent had driven Mrs Heydari and Darius into Ras Al-Khaimah, while one analyst monitored a live satellite feed focussed on local security forces and another listened in on their radio communications to make sure no one was looking for her. Cooper was waiting outside a small private airfield. He flew with her and Darius on a British military jet to Berlin, where he left them in the capable hands of a resettlement expert, who later reported back to Cooper that Mrs Heydari hadn’t wanted his help and insisted on travelling onwards with her son and no one else.

“Your husband thinks you are both dead,” Cooper explained. “I’m sorry—it’s a terrible lie to have told any father. But I wanted to give you and Darius the chance to get away from him and build a new life. I thought that if he had the slightest suspicion that you were still alive, he might demand that his CIA paymasters track you down and bring you to live with him against your will.”

She absorbed the news. “I think the best thing to do is give it more time,” she said finally. “Let him get settled in his new life; let us get settled in ours. If—or when—we see him again, we must meet as equals. He must understand that he does not control us like he once did.”

Cooper nodded, watching as the group of boys once again surged towards the wall where they were sitting.

“If you stay here much longer,” she said, “Darius is going to recognise you and wonder what amazing coincidence has brought his old tutor to Lisbon.”

“I’m leaving now.”

Cooper stood up. Mrs Heydari stood too and held out her hand.

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you, Mr…”

Cooper smiled.

“My friends call me Charlie.”


[image: ]


Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. Join my Reader Club for information on new books and deals plus a free copy of Milton’s battle with the Mafia and an assassin called Tarantula.

You can get your content for free, by signing up at my website.

Just visit www.markjdawson.com.


ALSO BY MARK DAWSON


IN THE JOHN MILTON SERIES


The Cleaner

Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

Buy The Cleaner

Saint Death

John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

Buy Saint Death

The Driver

When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

Buy The Driver

Ghosts

John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

Buy Ghosts

The Sword of God

On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

Buy The Sword of God

Salvation Row

Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

Buy Salvation Row

Headhunters

Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

Buy Headhunters

The Ninth Step

Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

Buy The Ninth Step

The Jungle

John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

Buy The Jungle

Blackout

A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

Buy Blackout

The Alamo

A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

Buy The Alamo

Redeemer

Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.

Buy Redeemer

Sleepers

A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.

Buy Sleepers

Twelve Days

Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous and dangerous former friend.

Buy Twelve Days

Bright Lights

All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.

Buy Bright Lights

The Man Who Never Was

John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.

Buy The Man Who Never Was

Killa City

John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

Buy Killa City

Ronin

Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.

Buy Ronin

Never Let Me Down Again

A human rights activist has vanished without a trace and his dying mother is desperate to know the truth. When the mysterious disappearance leads Milton all the way to the Western Isles of Scotland, he sees an opportunity to find an old friend and finally make amends for a mistake that cost him dearly. Milton is determined to track both men down, wherever his search may lead.

Buy Never Let Me Down Again

Bulletproof

Captured and imprisoned by the organisation he once worked for, Milton must do one last job in exchange for his freedom. Bullheaded billionaire fixer Tristan Huxley is brokering a weapons deal between Russia and India. He needs protection and he wants Milton by his side. Huxley has trusted Milton with his life before but these days his world is more decadent and his enemies more dangerous, in ways that nobody could ever have suspected.

Buy Bulletproof

Uppercut

John Milton is on the run again. Chasing clues to help him understand the new risks he faces, he finds himself in Dublin. Before he knows it, he is involved with a woman who has fallen foul of a dangerous local family.

Buy Uppercut

Bloodlands

John Milton is on a mission that will bring him face-to-face with enemies old and new. When his friend, Alex Hicks, finds himself pursued by mysterious adversaries, the two men are thrust back into the web of international espionage.

Buy Bloodlands


IN THE BEATRIX ROSE SERIES


In Cold Blood

Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

Buy In Cold Blood

Blood Moon Rising

There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

Buy Blood Moon Rising

Blood and Roses

Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

Buy Blood and Roses

The Dragon and the Ghost

Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

Tempest

Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

Buy Tempest

Phoenix

She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

Buy Phoenix


IN THE ISABELLA ROSE SERIES


The Angel

Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

Buy The Angel

The Asset

Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

Buy The Asset

The Agent

Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

Buy The Agent

The Assassin

Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…

Buy The Assassin

The Avenger

Living under new identities in rural France, Isabella Rose and Michael Pope are trying to lay low. Tired of hiding, all Isabella wants is the chance to live an ordinary life. But Isabella is an extraordinary young woman and the people pursuing her will never, ever, give up. Her unique abilities have attracted the attention of the Academy of Military Science in Beijing. And it’s not only Isabella who needs to stay in the shadows. Pope has his fair share of enemies and a family that he's desperate to protect.

Buy The Avenger

Pretty Face

Isabella is building a new life in Marrakesh, supporting herself with contract work and finally looking to put down roots. But when one of her contracts isn’t quite what it seems, things quickly descend into chaos.

Buy Pretty Face


IN THE CHARLIE COOPER SERIES


Sandstorm

Group Fifteen operative and ex-MI6 officer Charlie Cooper is working undercover as a political negotiator. Attending a conference surrounded by diplomats, businessmen and lobbyists, nobody would suspect what he really does for a living. Also in their midst is Aisha, a Saudi activist whose protests against human rights abuses have made her an enemy of her country’s regime.

Buy Sandstorm

The Chameleon

Masquerading as an analyst, Cooper manipulates his way into the company and soon finds himself en route to Istanbul. The stage is set for a high-octane showdown on Sidorov's private island. With geopolitical tensions on a knife's edge, Cooper must navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger to complete his mission.

Buy The Chameleon

Blood Brothers

Cooper travels to Israel to find his estranged half-brother, Freddy, who has mysteriously disappeared. Freddy's ties to NetGuardian, a cybersecurity firm implicated in dubious activities, propel Cooper into a dangerous web of corporate espionage, state-of-the-art surveillance technology, and the ruthless world of intelligence.

Buy Blood Brothers

Dead of Winter

Charlie Cooper is sent to Prague to investigate - and eliminate - the leader of a group of far right hooligans guilty of the murder of an Interpol agent. Cooper is on his final warning and is expected to get in and out with minimal fuss, leaving just the body of his target in his wake.

Buy Dead of Winter

Code Blue

Cooper is thrust into a high-stakes mission when a fellow operative, codenamed NORTH STAR, vanishes in Macao. The trail leads to a shadowy team of Russian mercenaries with a chilling agenda: to expose Group Fifteen, the clandestine organisation that operates beyond the reach of conventional intelligence agencies.

Buy Code Blue

North Star

After barely escaping an assassination attempt in Iceland, NORTH STAR, a former Group Fifteen operative turned Russian asset, vanishes. Driven by guilt and a thirst for revenge, Control tasks Charlie Cooper with tracking him down.

Buy North Star


IN THE ATTICUS PRIEST SERIES


The House in the Woods

Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.

Buy The House in the Woods

A Place to Bury Strangers

A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?

Buy A Place to Bury Strangers

The Red Room

When a man's fatal fall from Salisbury Cathedral spirals into a scandalous case involving the victims of a sex ring, Atticus Priest and Mackenzie Jones uncover more bodies and incriminating videos. Racing against the clock, they confront personal demons and tangled emotions as they try to catch the murderer before he can strike again.

Buy The Red Room

All the Devils Are Here

Atticus Priest is employed by an estranged husband to dig up dirt on his wife. But when she goes missing after swimming in the River Avon, Atticus uncovers a conspiracy between five lifelong friends that goes back years.

Buy All The Devils Are Here


ABOUT MARK DAWSON
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Mark Dawson is the author of the John Milton, Beatrix and Isabella Rose and Atticus Priest series.

For more information:

www.markjdawson.com

mark@markjdawson.com
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