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PART I


LONDON, ENGLAND
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When it came to the vexing question of how to kill a person—a question Charlie Cooper often found himself asking—the answer could often be found in the most unexpected place: routine. Putting in the hard yards to understand a target’s daily routine was the only real way to identify the point of vulnerability that would lay them open to an attack. Cooper had come across many difficult targets over the course of his career, targets that were experienced, cautious, alert and themselves no strangers to spilling blood. And yet in every case, there was at least one moment during any given week or month in which they let their guard down. It might be a predawn swim in the ocean, before the day had started, or a Tuesday-night squash game with an old colleague. It might be something as mundane as a supermarket delivery that was always scheduled for a Saturday morning. The point was that it was a moment they had experienced often enough that they knew every movement, every sensation by heart, and in that deep familiarity they relaxed just enough to let Cooper kill them.

It took several weeks of surveillance for him to identify the vulnerability in Vanessa Clay’s routine. By that stage, he knew what ‘normal’ looked like, at least when Vanessa was in London. Long days in her Canary Wharf office, evenings spent at corporate dinners with clients or putting herself through punishing workouts in a very exclusive Chelsea gym. She didn’t have any friends. She didn’t have a dog that needed walking or nephews and nieces who treasured the weekly visit from their favourite aunt. She didn’t visit art galleries, and she didn’t spend sunny afternoons in cafés. It was as though she’d become a sharpened version of the Vanessa Clay whom Cooper had known in MI6 all those years ago.

That didn’t come as any kind of surprise. The Vanessa he’d recently encountered in Singapore was both a recognisable version of his old colleague and something new entirely. She’d always been ruthless. Other colleagues used to joke that Vanessa had a sliver of ice buried deep in her heart. But to offer Cooper help and then betray him to a team of Chinese operatives was more than he’d ever imagined possible, largely because she didn’t stand to gain anything through Cooper’s death other than some kind of macabre satisfaction that remained a complete mystery to him. What had he done to her? What had happened to her character that she’d lead a person to their death? Cooper considered himself a sober, clear-eyed judge of human nature, but the way she’d behaved still took his breath away. She could easily have taken what she wanted from the arrangement and run. That would’ve been bad enough.

He’d observed signs in his first week of surveillance that Vanessa was on her guard. By that time, she would have known for certain that Cooper had survived, and she must have anticipated some sort of retaliatory action. She drove around London more quickly than usual, testing the edge of every speed limit, and he could tell from the swing of her handbag that it carried something heavy enough to be a gun. He’d even observed a second vehicle trailing her on some occasions, and he’d followed that person back to the office of a private security company in Mayfair. It was a sensible precaution, he thought. Get a new operative—one whose existence Cooper would know nothing about—to follow her around London and confirm whether any parties with hostile intent were behind her. But after ten days, this operative was able to report back to Vanessa that she was clean, and he could see that she relaxed a little at that point.

There was some logic to it. Vanessa knew that Cooper still worked for the government, and she knew that covert government agencies didn’t give their employees permission to go haring off on missions of personal vengeance. Cooper had anticipated that Control would give him short shrift and order him to set aside his personal feelings. He’d been more surprised than anyone to hear Control ordering him to take his accumulated leave and put this matter to rest. It wasn’t hard to imagine that Vanessa had reached the same conclusion, and it made her relax, and that was when he spotted his opportunity.

The first time she drove in the direction of Highgate in north London, Cooper had expected she was heading to see a client. But when she peeled off in the direction of a residential neighbourhood, Cooper’s senses flicked into high alert. The streets that night were so empty that he had to stay back, which prevented him from seeing her exact destination. He knew it was somewhere in the cluster of roads near the park but not much more than that.

The next week, he was prepared.

Riding a motorbike, he followed her into the same tight cluster of roads. She slowed and suddenly swung into a parking space, forcing him to ride smoothly past her, but not before he was able to glimpse through his visor as she set off down a narrow footpath that ran alongside the back of the tall townhouses that lined the street. There was no way he could double back and follow her down there, but the light rain had dampened the ground. He gave it ten minutes and then entered the same footpath. The faint imprint of her shoes was still visible in the soil, stopping at one of the gates: 34 Manor Gardens. But why? Why was she going there, and why had she chosen to go in via the back garden?

The checks he ran on the address didn’t shed much light on the question. The five-storey townhouse was owned by a former Conservative Party spin doctor with five children. For an operator like Vanessa, it was likely that she had sources in the political world whose networks she could exploit. The former spin doctor was on the board of several high-profile companies, so it was always possible that her employers had some kind of professional relationship with one of those companies.

But it was the regularity of the appointment that led Cooper to a different conclusion. If Vanessa had had any say in the matter, she’d never have met a business contact on the same evening every week. She would have varied her routine to ensure that no one watching her could spot a pattern, because she knew as well as Cooper that patterns were dangerous. No, the only reason she’d go there every Tuesday was if someone else was forcing it on her, if Tuesday was the only possible night.

The following week Cooper staked out the house from early evening onwards. He didn’t have to wait for long. Just before six, a woman emerged with five children, shepherded them into a red Range Rover and drove them to a modest house in south London, where the kids piled out into the open arms of their grandparents.

Okay, Cooper thought, she’s having an affair. It was a story as old as the hills. Vanessa didn’t have any other relationships in her life, so this made sense. It might have been going on for a long time, or it might be a short-term fling that would soon fizzle out and be replaced by the next one. It didn’t matter to Cooper. All that mattered was that he’d discovered the vulnerability in her routine.
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“Sir, I just need another two weeks.”

Cooper had known something like this would happen the moment the summons had arrived. For a Group Fifteen operative on leave, an out-of-the-blue message that Control wished to see you immediately could only mean one thing: you were being recalled to active duty. Dressed in a navy-blue linen suit and a burgundy knitted tie, Cooper shifted on the chair opposite Control’s desk. It was a hot day. He watched through the tinted, reinforced window as a single cloud scudded across the dazzling blue sky.

“Another two weeks is out of the question,” said Control. “Should I take it from your question that you have not yet resolved your… your personal matter, if I can call it that?”

“I’m close to resolving it. I’ve identified⁠—”

“I don’t need to know the details. This is not a Group problem.”

Cooper nodded. He understood that Control wanted total deniability. If things went wrong, he wanted to sit across from the ministers in Whitehall and tell them that this was nothing whatsoever to go with the covert outfit he ran. They both knew that if it came to that, Cooper would be cut loose. Control couldn’t allow the Group to be affected by a personal vendetta gone bad, and Cooper understood implicitly that those were the rules of the game.

“The matter I have called you in to discuss is of the utmost importance,” said Control. “Does the name Hisham Al Iraqi mean anything to you?”

Cooper suppressed a rueful smile. For operatives who had worked in counterterrorism, as Cooper had for large parts of his career, Hisham Al Iraqi was as notorious a name as Osama Bin Laden. A mechanical engineer by training, Al Iraqi had been radicalised by the death of his brother at the hands of US forces in 2005, going on to become first an apprentice bomb-maker with Al Qaida in Iraq and then the Islamic State operative responsible for the highest number of casualties and fatalities across Europe and North America. His speciality had been a letter bomb that was undetectable by conventional means and so slender that many of those who received one hadn’t registered for a moment that the envelope in their hands was about to change their lives forever. In many cases, recipients—who were often journalists, politicians or military personnel and their families—didn’t die but were so badly maimed that they lost their sight or the use of their hands.

“It does, sir. When I was posted to Saudi Arabia, there were rumours that Al Iraqi had taken refuge with one of the Bedouin tribes in the Empty Quarter. I spent three months trying to track him down before we heard that the lead intelligence had been a hoax.”

“Let’s hope the intelligence in this case is no hoax,” said Control. “We’ve seen indications that he is currently in hiding in the small town of Wadi Musa, just outside of⁠—”

“Petra, Jordan,” interrupted Cooper. “I went there as a backpacker in my late teens. It’s one of those modern towns that have sprung up to serve a larger attraction—in this case, Petra. There’s not much charm to it. A clever place to hide.”

“He’s got a cousin there who’s sheltering him. The issue is that this is a man constantly on the move. We pinned him down to that location three days ago, but our analysts have done a statistical study of his movements over the past three years and concluded that twelve days is the average length of time he stays before moving on. We considered speaking to the Jordanian General Intelligence Directorate about this, since they’ve traditionally been reliable allies, but there are concerns that there may be someone inside their intelligence apparatus who is feeding information to Al Iraqi. That’s why we’ve decided that this should be a deniable UK operation.”

At any other time, Cooper would’ve felt nothing but enthusiasm for such an operation. He loved that part of Jordan and had nothing but fond memories from his time spent camping under the stars in Wadi Rum and exploring the ancient rock palaces of Petra. What’s more, Al Iraqi was an unalloyed, twenty-four-carat, high-quality target, a man who had declared indiscriminate war on innocent civilians many thousands of miles away from the battlefield. Cooper would’ve been honoured to be the one selected for the task of taking him out.

“Sir, I wonder if there is any leeway in the timing for this operation,” he said, but he already knew what the answer would be.

“Did you not hear what I just said? We’re at least three days into a possible twelve-day window of opportunity. You’ll need to establish your cover, prepare your legend and fly to Jordan, all before you’ve had the chance to do your first ground recce and develop an operational plan.” He shook his head. “So, what do you think the answer is? Is there any leeway?”

“No, sir.”

“I assume your reluctance is down to the fact you haven’t yet tidied up your other piece of outstanding business.”

“Yes, sir. Without going into details, the opportunity is only available to me on a Tuesday.”

“Today is a Tuesday.”

“Yes, sir. I’m aware of that. But the plan I have in mind requires more than a few hours to ready. The target is highly experienced and on her guard. If I rush this and make a single mistake, I’ll have lost my chance forever.”

“Understood, Eleven. It is, of course, entirely up to you, but what I would suggest is that you withdraw and try again once the Al Iraqi matter is behind you. By then, your target—Vanessa Clay—will be even less on her guard. She will be completely unprepared for whatever it is you decide to do.”

Cooper nodded. He understood that there was little point arguing with Control, and in many ways, he didn’t want to. Cooper’s job was to eliminate targets identified for him by Control. It was a job he felt passionate about, and he knew that it came with a complex set of strings attached. One of these was that you couldn’t pick and choose your missions. You were in, or you were out. What’s more, he understood that from Control’s point of view, the idea of compromising an opportunity to take out Al Iraqi by delaying even for a single day was unthinkable.

“Well?” said Control. “What’s it to be?”

“You can count on me, sir,” said Cooper, standing up.
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The idea didn’t come to him until two hours after he’d left Control’s office. By that point he’d made several phone calls and was well on his way to establishing a solid legend for the Al Iraqi job. He’d first considered deploying under a simple tourist cover, but tourists typically stayed in Petra for a day or two, and if the operation required him to be there for longer than that, he might stand out. Then he looked into posing as a water engineer, even going so far as to reach out to an old friend in that sector for advice on companies he could approach. In the end, it was a moment of rare peace and quiet in the back of a black cab ferrying him across London that prompted the answer.

An archaeological dig.

He closed his eyes to allow images of Petra to flash before his eyes and suddenly remembered that all those years ago he’d seen an archaeological dig on the edge of the ancient city. If there was still one there, and if he could find a way to sign up as a volunteer, it would give him the perfect cover for a few weeks in the Jordanian desert.

By the time his cab had arrived at his destination, an unremarkable warehouse in south London, he’d spoken to an old university professor of his who had offered to put him in touch with the team supervising the dig. Cooper knew he could trust the academic, who had acted as a talent-spotter for the three intelligence agencies for much of his career.

“You’ll be little more than manual labour, Charlie,” the professor warned him. “You can put any ideas of Indiana Jones glamour well and truly out of your mind. It’ll be back-breaking work with a pick or a shovel while the sun beats down on your back.”

Cooper laughed. “You’re really selling the idea,” he said. “Seriously, though, it sounds ideal. Anything to get away from London for a few weeks.”

He asked the taxi driver to drop him several hundred feet from the warehouse and went the rest of the way on foot. He was still thirty feet away when he noticed the CCTV camera swivel in his direction. Someone was waiting for him by the time he reached the gate in the chain-link fence.

“This way, sir,” said a young woman in cargo trousers and a black puffer jacket that barely concealed the strong muscular set of her shoulders.

She led him inside the warehouse. Although the signage on the exterior suggested it was owned and run by a firm that manufactured wood-burning stoves, it was in fact one of the London facilities retained by Special Forces in the event that they would have to mount an operation in the capital. Although such situations were rare, incidents like the Iranian embassy siege in 1980 were burned into public consciousness, and those in charge of the elite military units knew they had to get such deployments right. Cooper had last been to this particular warehouse in 2012, when the SAS and SBS deployed in plain clothes as part of the collective security effort around the Olympics.

“This way, sir,” said the young woman, nodding towards a steel door.

Cooper had been told that the SF quartermaster based here was in the later stages of developing a plastic handgun that could be carried through airport security without detection. Cooper had seen—and used—such prototypes before and had always found them to be unreliable, but he was considering taking one of them with him to Jordan.

A tough-looking man in his mid-forties with a bald head, tanned skin and a bushy brown moustache approached Cooper.

“I won’t offer my hand,” he said. “Explosive residue. I don’t want you to set off the alarms when you’re next in Heathrow.” He gestured towards a trestle table filled with weapon parts. “You’re here to see the prototype, is that correct?”

But Cooper’s mind had taken a sharp turn.

“I was,” he said. When the man frowned in irritation, sensing that Cooper was wasting his time, Cooper quickly added, “I am. But your mention of explosives has given me an idea. I didn’t realise you kept any here. I thought it was all on-site in Hereford.”

“That’s usually the case,” said the quartermaster. “But we’ve been running some trials here today that required Semtex.” He grinned. “Why? How much do you need?”

Cooper grinned back.

“Just enough to blow a gate off its hinges,” he said.
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Cooper shifted position to ease the ache in his muscles. He’d established an OP—an observation post—in the only location available to him, a small shed at the bottom of a garden forty metres away from the gate he expected Vanessa Clay to walk through in the next ten minutes. The shed had been secured with an old rusty padlock that had snapped beneath the smallest amount of pressure from Cooper’s bolt cutter. He’d passed by the front of the house earlier and noted the bundle of uncollected post stuffed into the letter box and a front lawn that was desperately in need of a mow. He was unlikely to be disturbed, other than by the family of mice that had taken up residence in one corner of the shed.

He looked through a windowpane covered in dust and cobwebs. The other advantage to his location was that he could either exit down the narrow path that ran along the back of the houses, or down the garden, over the garden gate and out by the front of the house. It was good to have options in situations like this. In most comparable situations, Cooper’s only reason for making a fast exit from the scene was to avoid being caught up in the melee of police cars and ambulances that would arrive within minutes. In this case, though, he also had a plane to catch.

He’d planned it meticulously. Assuming that Vanessa arrived at six on the dot, as she’d done for the last two weeks, he could expect to be in his car and moving out of the area within ten minutes, making it to Heathrow just in time to run through the terminal and board his flight to Jordan.

There was a noise in the neighbouring garden. Shifting position, he turned to see two young children leap off the back steps and run down the lawn towards a trampoline, shouting as they went. He calculated the distance to the garden gate Vanessa would use.

It was far enough.

It wasn’t ideal, but it was far enough.

None of this was ideal; that was the reality. Despite having full confidence in every aspect of his planning, Cooper felt rushed. He didn’t like the fact that thoughts of revenge against Vanessa were jostling up against ideas about how best to take out Al Iraqi. He hadn’t slept more than a few hours the previous night, and it had left his nerves jangled and on edge. He just wanted this to be done. Cooper took pleasure in doing his job efficiently, precisely and securely, but he’d never been one of those operatives who derived visceral pleasure from the act of murder. He still felt as keenly as ever that Vanessa needed to be punished, but it was a matter of natural justice for him, and the sooner it was delivered and he could move on, the better it would be.

For him, that is.

It wouldn’t be so good for her.

He checked his watch. Two minutes to go. He’d been wearing gloves ever since he picked up the slim parcel of Semtex from the warehouse, but that didn’t stop him rubbing his fingers together to test them for dryness. He’d considered setting the charge to explode upon the garden gate being opened, but the pathway was occasionally accessed by deliverymen, and he didn’t want to take the chance that someone else would experience the full force of the blast.

One minute to go.

The children in the neighbouring garden shouted in delight as they jumped higher and higher, and Cooper saw an adult—their father, perhaps—appear at the back door of their house to check on them.

Go back inside, Cooper thought. Go back inside and take your kids with you.

But instead, the father walked down the garden towards his children. Cooper rapidly evaluated the situation. The father and his two children were at a safe distance from the blast zone, and the elm trees at the back of their garden would provide some shelter in the event that debris was thrown in their direction.

Safe to proceed.

He watched through his binoculars as a cream-coloured car—Vanessa’s BMW—flashed past the end of the alleyway. In less than thirty seconds Vanessa herself appeared, glancing back over her shoulder to press the lock button on her car key fob. Cooper heard a beep-beep. He’d paced out the steps and knew exactly how long it would take Vanessa to reach the gate.

Three, two, one.

He pressed the button. The explosion was quieter and more muffled than anyone unfamiliar with explosives would’ve expected. The father in the neighbouring garden heard the noise but wasn’t concerned enough to send his kids inside. Instead, he walked to the back fence and leaned over to look down the alleyway.

Cooper wanted visual confirmation of Vanessa’s death but couldn’t risk being seen by the father. He didn’t want any witnesses. Cooper waited to see if the man would return to his children, but the way he leaned over the fence made it clear that something had caught his eye, something that made him turn towards his kids and start shouting.

“Get back inside,” he screamed to his kids. “Get back inside and tell your mother to call an ambulance! Now!”

Checking one last time that he hadn’t left anything behind, Cooper eased the shed door open and jogged down the garden towards the gate that would lead him past the house and to the street.


PART II


PETRA, JORDAN
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Cooper swung the pickaxe into the hard rock for what felt like the hundredth time in a row and stopped, standing up straight to stretch out his back muscles and wipe the sweat from his brow. The glare from the midday sun overhead was fierce and unrelenting. He took a series of long gulps from his water bottle. It seemed that however much he drank, it didn’t come close to quenching his thirst. He looked around to take the measure of his new colleagues. Although Cooper had been given the toughest task in physical terms, the rest of them were also hard at work, sieving dirt to make sure they hadn’t missed anything or shovelling sand into wheelbarrows before taking them to the dump site several hundred feet away.

All except for Johannes. The large South African was leaning against an overturned wheelbarrow that he was supposed to be using, smoking his third cigarette in a row while he drank greedily from a bottle of beer.

“Feeling the heat, Julian?” asked Klaus Becker, the tall, thin, former schoolteacher who was in charge of the team.

Cooper had adopted the alias of Julian Stamper for the dig. In his first conversation with Becker, he’d explained that he’d harboured a fascination with archaeology ever since studying ancient history at university and was longing for an opportunity to give the real thing a go. He made it clear that he had no expertise to offer but that he was willing to do whatever Becker required. As a result, he’d been made part of a team of enthusiastic but unskilled volunteers charged with the removal of as much dirt as possible from a patch of land earmarked as a possible ancient moat.

“I knew what I was letting myself in for,” said Cooper, grinning as he squinted in Becker’s direction. “Once we break through this layer,” he said, prodding the cliff face with the pickaxe, “do you think we might hit something more interesting?”

“There’s a good chance,” said Becker. “Bones? Yes, certainly. Coins and other metal objects? Possibly. There’s just no way of telling. Moats were used as general dumping grounds for all sorts of things, rather like canals in modern cities.”

The dig site was located in an area to the southwest of Petra known as Wadi Sabra. Originally flagged as an area of potential interest in the 1990s after a joint Jordanian-French survey, the area remained unexamined for several decades before attracting the attention of the British School of Archaeology in Amman. Early indications were that there might be a Nabataean temple complex somewhere beneath the hard-packed soil, and the discovery of a partially collapsed chamber had revealed wall carvings that hinted at a religious site used for sacrifices. The dig’s official name was Site 231b, but everyone working there referred to it as ‘the Hollow’.

“What time are you heading into Wadi Musa for supplies?” asked Cooper.

Wadi Musa—the small town where Al Iraqi was believed to be in hiding—was a thirty-minute drive by pickup. Becker had explained that two volunteers drove there every afternoon to buy fresh food and other supplies for the dig, and that according to the rota, it would be Cooper’s turn in ten days’ time.

He couldn’t afford to wait that long.

“Half an hour or so,” Becker said. He glanced across again at Johannes lounging in the shade. “Some people don’t like to work, eh?” he said with a dismissive shake of the head. He lowered his voice. “He sits around all day while everyone else works their socks off. We have a word for people like him in German: nichtsnutz. I suppose ‘good-for-nothing’ is the closest thing in English. He’ll sit there drinking beer until it’s time to go to Wadi Musa, and that’ll be him done for the day.”

We’ll see about that, thought Cooper. Knowing that he needed an excuse to get a place on the truck going into Wadi Musa immediately, Cooper had done something to ensure that Johannes would be in no fit state to do anything. Claiming to be feeling the onset of a headache triggered by dehydration, Cooper had been directed towards the first-aid tent, where he’d found, buried among the bandages, blister pads and packets of paracetamol, an out-of-date bottle of something called ipecac syrup. Once sold widely as a treatment for poisoning, it was no longer used in the UK, as its primary function was to induce an immediate evacuation of the stomach.

After that, it was just a question of waiting until he had access to Johannes’s bottle of beer, which didn’t take long.

Sure enough, a loud groaning noise came from the area where Johannas was sitting. He turned to one side and vomited noisily onto the desert floor.

“I thought that last bottle tasted weird,” he said to no one in particular before turning to one side and vomiting again.

“Too much beer, not enough water,” said Becker, shaking his head. He turned back to Cooper. “It looks like our friend might be out of action for a while. You’ve been putting in the effort here. Fancy coming into town with me?”

Cooper didn’t have to be asked twice.
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“Do you think we’ve got enough?” asked Cooper.

Klaus Becker looked down at the plastic bags and baskets groaning with fresh produce, making mental calculations.

“It’s amazing how much a group of twenty people can eat,” he said. “Yes, this should be enough. Shall we get it loaded into the back of the pickup?”

A group of local boys no older than ten saw them starting to carry the bags and ran over, offering their services in return for a few coins. Becker tousled the hair of one of them as the boy staggered forward with four bags in each hand.

“We’ll be back in plenty of time for Susie to cook dinner,” he said.

Cooper had an idea.

“Do you think Johannes will be all right?” he asked.

“I expect he’ll be fine. He’ll probably use the whole thing as an excuse to spend tomorrow morning in bed.”

“I spotted a pharmacy back there. Why don’t I pick up some rehydration salts for him? It’d be useful to have them in stock anyway in case someone else falls ill.”

“We already have a few of those in the first-aid tent,” said Becker.

“Well, shall I buy some extra just to be safe?”

“You seem very concerned about Johannes.”

Cooper grinned sheepishly. “I’ve got an ulterior motive, Klaus. I came here as a backpacker in my teens, and I’m curious to see how much things have changed. I’ll just be fifteen minutes. What do you say?”

“Take twenty,” said Becker. “I’ll practice my Arabic with these kids.”

A canvas bag hanging from one shoulder, Cooper set off under the blazing sun. He didn’t consult a map, partly because doing so would make it look as though he had a specific destination in mind, but also because he’d already memorised every winding alleyway of the town. Perched on the hillside, it was a few degrees cooler than the desert floor where the Hollow was located, and Cooper took off his cap to feel the breeze on his forehead.

Although many of the houses he passed had interior courtyards, from the street they were surprisingly uniform: low, white rectangles with flat roofs, built to reduce exposure to the harsh sun. It wasn’t hard to see the effect of tourism on the town. Traditional Bedouin structures jostled for space alongside new buildings hurriedly put up to accommodate the thousands of tourists who flocked to Petra each year. Cooper turned a corner. Now that he was away from the busy market square, he quickened his step. He knew exactly where he was going. Walking straight for another thirty feet, he turned left into a dark warren of alleyways.

He reviewed what he knew about Hisham Al Iraqi and his current situation. The Islamic State bombmaker had been geo-located by a UK satellite that picked up a single call made by Al Iraqi’s phone to his elderly mother in Fallujah. Once the contents of that call were examined to confirm that the person making the call was Al Iraqi, a collection of Five Eyes satellites set to work examining the structure it had come from, mapping out its internal layout and external access points. Although this wealth of data had given Cooper a detailed understanding of the terrain, it had confirmed to him that Al Iraqi had chosen his hideaway carefully. The only access to the building was through a single wooden door that had been reinforced on the inside with steel bolts. An armed nightwatchman slept on the floor just inside the door, and Al Iraqi himself changed bedrooms every night. Three additional cousins had arrived at the property just after Al Iraqi, and imagery indicated that they had taken up defensive positions on the flat rooftop, balcony and rear window.

In short, the house was as close to impregnable as it was possible to get. Cooper had no doubt that the neighbours would come running to offer help if there was any sort of commotion, and any intruder could quickly find themselves at the centre of an angry—and armed—mob.

Cooper knew from the file that other, more destructive options had been considered. A committee inside the intelligence agencies had assessed the merits of dropping a bomb on the house but quickly concluded that the collateral damage would be too great, not to mention the risk to the important bilateral relationship with the Jordanians. Cooper himself had studied the system of pipes that carried water to the house, but it quickly became apparent that it would be impossible to isolate one house, meaning that dozens of people would consume any poison he was able to introduce into the system.

Turning left and then right, he allowed his eyes to play over every single inch of the whitewashed house ahead. A cat sleepily raised its head to watch him approach. There was a single shuttered window beside the door, but a glint of something metallic at its edge told Cooper that it had also been reinforced. Even if he was able to break it open, he doubted that he’d be able to fit through. He glanced up. Three rows of laundry hung above his head. The house opposite appeared empty. He could hear a single chicken clucking somewhere inside.

The door to the building that housed Al Iraqi suddenly opened. A young man stepped out. The alleyway was narrow enough that he was almost immediately in Cooper’s face.

“Where are you going?” he said in accented English.

“I’m just wandering around having a look at the town.”

The young man stood back to look at Cooper, taking in the dust-caked trousers and his canvas bag. “You are a tourist?”

“I’m a volunteer on an archaeological dig,” said Cooper.

The man nodded, evaluating Cooper’s story. “It’s best you go back that way,” he said eventually, gesturing with his chin in the direction Cooper had come from. “This way leads nowhere.”

Cooper knew from his intensive study of maps that this was untrue, but he couldn’t say that without giving away that he was doing more than wandering idly around town.

“Thanks for the tip,” he said, turning on his heel.
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Cooper didn’t realise immediately that something was wrong.

He sat down on his camp bed and allowed his mind to re-examine every frame of mental footage he’d captured of Al Iraqi’s residence and the surrounding area. The truth was that he didn’t have any ideas about how to gain access to the property. Traditional Arab houses like that were purposefully built with security in mind. Over the years they would’ve provided a sanctuary to communities under threat from rival tribes and so had to be fortresses as much as they were family homes. The walls were thick and high, and there was only one entrance, making it easier to defend against intruders. Even the proximity of neighbouring buildings enhanced their security. The safety of one family was guaranteed by the safety of the whole community. Even if Cooper was able to gain access, he’d find himself navigating an unfamiliar layout in complete darkness. Working his way through the property, eliminating armed guards as he went until he reached Al Iraqi himself, would be an extremely difficult task, even for someone of Cooper’s skill and experience.

But doing all that without alerting the entire neighbourhood to the fact that something was going on?

Impossible.

He filled his lungs and exhaled deeply. It was twenty minutes until dinner, and he decided to spend the time allowing his thoughts and reflections on the day to settle. He looked down at his holdall, wondering if he should change his T-shirt.

In an instant, Cooper knew that something was wrong. It wasn’t that he’d laid traps, even though he’d been taught how to do just that on his first MI6 training course. The gruff Scottish instructor had run them through the full gamut of options, from the artfully positioned matchstick that would be toppled by anyone rummaging through your bags to the single spot of glue on the inside of your suitcase zip that would be broken by anyone opening it. Cooper had used both of those—and many more—over the years, but he was now at a stage in his career where he just had to look at his belongings and preserve a precise mental image of every fold of clothing and patch of dust. He’d done that before going to Wadi Musa with Klaus Becker, and it was sufficient to tell him that someone had rifled through his bag.

He shifted on his low canvas camp bed, surveying the scene before him as he removed his socks and massaged his aching feet. A couple of other volunteers were in the tent, reading or listening to music, and he didn’t want to give away that he knew something was wrong. Whoever had searched his bag had clearly made an effort to replace everything the way it had been.

He wasn’t worried that they might have found something. As he did on every operation, Cooper had gone through every item in his possession several times to ensure that it was consistent with his cover. The well-worn paperback had the name Marian Stamper written in faded ink on the inside cover, as though he’d borrowed it from his mother; a crumpled handful of old receipts in the pocket of his jeans were all from the supermarket nearest to his cover address; and he even had a packet of prescription migraine medication with his alias name printed on the front.

He was just as confident that he hadn’t done anything in his first forty-eight hours to arouse suspicion. He’d played the role of quiet, industrious volunteer to perfection, and there was nothing in his profile that would stand out. As a result, he wondered whether whoever had searched his bag had done it out of idle curiosity, or possibly looking for cash or valuables they could take. There were no obvious candidates among his fellow volunteers. Apart from Johannes, whom Cooper had pegged as a lazy boor rather than any kind of criminal, they were generally an academic, well-travelled and hard-working group. Archaeology was slow and patient work and tended to attract people who were disciplined and patient rather than hotheads.

“Are you guys coming to dinner?”

Cooper turned to see one of the American volunteers at the tent flap, a friendly Nebraskan in his fifties called Mike.

“I’ll see you there,” said Cooper. “Save me a place.”

He watched as Mike put on his boots and walked off.

His boots.

Cooper had a thought. It was an unwritten rule that everyone left their shoes outside the tent to avoid tramping dust all across the canvas floor. Checking he wasn’t being observed, he dropped his head to the floor, squinted and scanned the floor. Despite the rule about footwear, the presence of dust everywhere outside meant that over the course of the day a very fine layer of dust had settled across everything. Given the heat, everyone was sweating profusely, and Cooper realised that a pair of damp feet walking across the canvas floor would leave some sort of mark in the dust. Sure enough, a pair of footprints became visible. Whoever it was had removed their shoes, but he could see clearly that the footprints belonged to a woman.

The other man in the tent made his way across the floor to the exit.

“See you at dinner, Julian,” he called out.

“Oh, Thomas,” said Cooper, “was anyone looking for me earlier?”

“Elka asked me if you’d gone into Wadi Musa with Klaus,” he said. “I don’t think it was important though.”

“I’m sure you’re right.”

Elka. The slight German woman in her late twenties had barely made an impression upon Cooper. He knew that she was going out with Johannes, but beyond that, she had a nervous energy that kept her at the margin of social gatherings, scurrying away before anyone could draw her into a wider group conversation. Cooper certainly hadn’t done anything to provoke her, antagonise her or cause her to suspect his motives for being at the Hollow.

So what the hell was she up to?
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Cooper was a few minutes late to dinner, but being at the back of the queue gave him a valuable opportunity to study the group, particularly the young German woman called Elka, whom he suspected might have searched his belongings. As was usually the case, she sat on her own and a few feet behind Johannes, as though using her boyfriend as a shield against socialising with her fellow volunteers. The entire group numbered just over twenty, with a few extra local Bedouin, who acted as intermediaries with the local tribes, and a fixer from Amman who dealt with permits and liaised with the Ministry of Antiquities. The food was served on plastic plates, and Cooper watched as Johannes—who’d already finished his first helping—edged back into the queue ahead of Cooper to get a second plateful.

“It’s okay, yeah?” said Johannes, barely glancing back at Cooper. He was accustomed to his size and bluff manner intimidating others into silence.

Cooper stepped back to let him in. It was no accident that any number of colleagues had described him over the years as a chameleon because of his ability to fade into the background. He recognised the temptation to speak up, to make himself seen and heard, but he understood that it was rooted in nothing more than ego. It would be the easiest thing in the world for him to block Johannes and then—if needed—deliver a short, quick elbow jab to the gut that escaped the notice of the others. That’d put him in his place. But in Cooper’s line of work, being noticed was almost always an impediment to the success of the mission. His purpose was to get the job done, nothing more. It didn’t matter to him whether he looked good in the process, and the last thing he craved was the admiration of others. If Johannes considered him as a nobody who could be pushed around, that suited him just fine.

Besides, he’d already decided that he needed to speak directly with Elka, and he didn’t want to create any antagonism up front with her irascible and oversized boyfriend. The reason he’d decided to speak to her was that he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe that her motive for searching his bags was anything that should worry him unduly. After all, his legend and cover story were watertight, and he was confident that there was nothing in his behaviour that could have aroused suspicion. What was more likely was that Elka had searched his bag either because she thought she recognised him or possibly even that she was a common thief. Approaching her and initiating a conversation would make it less likely that she’d trouble him again. If she thought she recognised him, it would give her the opportunity to ask a question and satisfy her curiosity, and if she was a thief, a direct approach—even a seemingly friendly one—would signal to her that he harboured suspicions, which would be more than sufficient to warn her off.

While Johannes lingered at the serving station, piling his plate high with rice and spoonfuls of lamb stew, Cooper took his plate and walked past the blazing fire towards Elka. Many of the other volunteers had finished eating; someone had picked up a guitar and was starting to play ‘Hotel California’.

Elka glanced up as Cooper approached and half-turned away from him to signal that she didn’t want to talk. Ignoring her, Cooper sat down on the rock next to her and began to eat. Noting the uneaten food she’d pushed to the edge of her plate, he said: “You must be getting a little tired of the food here.”

She smiled. “It is easy for them to cook the same thing every night.”

“Seriously? Should I expect lamb stew tomorrow night and the night after that?”

“If the heat and the scorpions don’t drive you away, the food will,” she said.

He ate in silence. Having exchanged a few words with her, he was curious to see whether she would have the courage to speak up. Her white-blonde hair was scraped back from her thin face, and she ate using her hands. He noticed that a small packet of chewing gum had slipped out of her back pocket onto the rocks, and he was about to point it out to her when she broke the silence.

“How long are you here for?” she asked eventually.

“Just a month. I managed to persuade my employers in London to let me take all my annual leave in one go, but after that, I’ve got to go back to work. What about you? How long are you staying for?”

“It depends on Johannes,” she said, glancing across to check that he wasn’t in earshot. “I could happily stay here for the whole summer. Apart from the food, this is my idea of heaven.”

“Have you been on many other archaeological digs like this?”

“A few, I guess, but nothing in a place like this.”

She looked around. The evening light cast a pastel-coloured glow on the cliff walls surrounding them, and a solitary steppe buzzard circled high overhead.

“It’s pretty magical,” he said. “At moments like this I think about giving up my job and taking this up full-time.”

“What is it that you do?” she asked.

“I’m a copyeditor for a small academic publishing firm,” he said, using one of the legends he’d painstakingly built and used over the years. It suited his profile, and most people didn’t ask a single follow-up question. “What about you? You’re German, is that right?”

“I’m from Stuttgart. I work as an administrator in a hospital. It is very boring work, but I think everything in the real world feels boring at moments like this.”

Cooper nodded. He’d done what he set out to do. If it was Elka who had searched through his bags, she’d think twice before trying it again, whatever her motive. The last thing he wanted or needed was any drama. His focus was purely on Al Iraqi and the mission to eliminate him.

Just one last thing to underline his point and he’d be done with Elka. “I meant to ask,” he said, “were you looking for me earlier?”

“No, of course not,” she said too quickly, her cheeks flushing. “Why would I be looking for you?”

“It was probably a mix-up,” said Cooper.

She looked around as though for a reason—any reason—to bring their awkward conversation to a close. She didn’t have to look very far. Johannes had seen them talking and was walking directly towards them, barely making an effort to bypass the various groups sitting on the desert floor. When he came to a stop just in front of Cooper, he jabbed the toe of his boot hard into the ground, sending a fine spray of sand over Cooper’s plate of food.

“Sorry,” he said with a wink. “Clumsy me.” He turned to his girlfriend. “Come on, Elka. Let’s go and sit closer to the fire.”
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Cooper lay back on his camp bed with his eyes closed. Even though it was close to midnight and his body was exhausted by a long, hard day of manual labour, he hadn’t been able to sleep a wink. The heat inside the tent was stiflingly uncomfortable, made worse by the lack of any breeze or fresh air. One of the other volunteers snored in the corner, and outside, far away from the camp perimeter, wild dogs prowled, their howls echoing off the high walls of the rocky canyon that surrounded the dig.

He’d given up trying to think his way towards a logical solution to the Al Iraqi problem. He knew from years of experience that there were times when you had to wait for inspiration to come of its own accord. What made the challenge of killing the bombmaker so much harder was that Cooper didn’t want to kill innocent bystanders in this process. If he could help it, he didn’t even want to kill those cousins and relatives of Al Iraqi’s who had rushed to his defence. They were doing something that in their eyes—and in their culture—was honourable. Cooper himself had come to his half-brother’s aid when he got into trouble, and, if he was totally honest, he would have done so even if Freddy had done something he found morally objectionable. Al Iraqi had unwittingly signed his own death warrant the moment he began sending parcel bombs to innocent victims, but his family members were different.

Cooper allowed his mind to roam over the day and his impressions of the stark and beautiful landscape. He recalled as a student reading about an obscure eleventh-century religious sect that had taken root in what was then northern Persia, eventually spreading into parts of Syria as well. The sect became known as the Al-Hashishiyin, possibly because of their use of hashish to dull the senses of their targets. Rather than engage in open warfare like many other tribes and religious groups of that period, the Al-Hashishiyin carried out stealthy, targeted killings of influential figures in order to ensure the survival and prosperity of their group. Over time, the word ‘Hashishiyin’ evolved until it became the modern word ‘assassin’.

As he recalled various colourful historical accounts of their exploits, Cooper realised that the reason they had come to mind was that it was another way of wrestling with the question of how to get to Al Iraqi. The problem that Cooper couldn’t find a way around was the neighbourhood that Al Iraqi had chosen to hide in. The proximity of family, friends and neighbours made it an incredibly challenging environment for someone like him, yet the original assassins had operated in similar environments all the time. Was there some way in which he could turn the unfavourable environment to his advantage?

A burst of laughter sounded somewhere outside the tent. Most of the volunteers had retired soon after dinner, exhausted by the long hours spent working under a hot sun, but a few diehards had stayed up to drink. Cooper had no doubt they would be regretting their decision when the breakfast bell was rung at 6 a.m. Loudest among the voices was that of Johannes. Cooper couldn’t hear Elka at all, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t there. He found his mind turning over their earlier conversation. If she was a hospital administrator, as she had told him, she’d probably have been subject to a background check, meaning that it was unlikely that she had a history of rummaging through strangers’ bags in search of something to steal. Had she mistaken his bag for someone else’s? Was it just a mix-up? Whatever the reason, Johannes didn’t seem to be involved. He’d clearly dismissed Cooper as unimportant until he saw him sitting with his girlfriend.

Cooper reached for his water bottle and drank greedily. The temperature outside the oven like tent was close to forty degrees. He could hear low hoots from desert owls and the sound of creaking as cliffs and rocks contracted in the night-time air.

Mike, the Nebraskan volunteer, appeared at the tent flap and crossed to his camp bed, rolling up his sleeping bag and grabbing his pillow.

“Sleeping outside?” asked Cooper.

“The forecast says it’s going to get even hotter over the next few days,” said Mike, speaking in a whisper to avoid waking the other people sleeping nearby. “A few of us figure it’ll be more bearable outside than under canvas.”

“If you’re right, I’ll be joining you tomorrow,” said Cooper, waving goodnight.

He let his head fall back on the pillow and closed his eyes. Within seconds, his eyes were wide open, his mind racing with possibilities. An image had flashed across his mind, some memory from a book he’d read as a child. The image—a sketch in black ink—showed a silent assassin making their way through the figures slumbering around a desert campfire. In the Middle East, Cooper realised, it was customary to sleep outside when the weather was unbearably hot. Most new houses and apartment blocks were equipped with air-conditioning units, but Cooper hadn’t seen any fitted to the exterior of Al-Iraqi’s hideaway, and he couldn’t recall any being flagged by the satellite imagery analysts in London. If the temperatures were due to spike, as Mike had suggested, did that mean Al Iraqi—along with his relatives—would take to the open roof at night in search of cooling breezes from the hills? If so, did that provide Cooper with an unexpected opportunity?

The more he thought about it, the more feasible it seemed. The dense layout of the old town might also work to his advantage. Al Iraqi’s supporters would be on the lookout for anyone trying to gain direct entry to the house, but if Cooper found a way to access the roof of a nearby building—even one several streets away—he’d probably be able to jump between roofs and get to Al Iraqi that way. Then it would be a question of identifying which slumbering figure on the roof belonged to his target, but at least by that point, he’d be within arm’s reach of achieving his mission.

The plan was high risk; there was no getting away from that. On most operations, Cooper would expect to do a dummy run first, to test his assumptions and fine-tune his plan.

But this time he’d only be able to go in once.

Even then, there was a good chance that things wouldn’t go to plan.
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Cooper rose before dawn and walked several hundred metres into the desert before taking out his mobile phone. The heat had kept him awake for much of the night, but he knew from experience and training that he’d be able to function at a high level for days before the cumulative effects of fatigue took their toll. The cloudless sky was a startling azure, and even at this early hour he felt sweat pricking his brow.

He keyed in a number and waited for the process that would transfer the call between time zones and continents to ensure it couldn’t be intercepted.

“Global Logistics, how may I direct your call?”

“Director’s office, please,” he said. “It’s Julian Stamper.”

The phone handset felt marginally heavier in his grip, the result of additional capabilities that meant it wasn’t reliant on ordinary terrestrial cell towers to connect to the network. Instead, it had been fitted with satellite capabilities that meant Cooper would be able to place a call however remote his location.

“Status?” said a familiar voice.

“Clear, sir,” said Cooper. “I’m in place, my cover has been established, and I’ve carried out a preliminary recce of the target property.”

“Fast work,” said Control. “Have you established an operational plan?”

“In normal times I’d suggest that we send this one back to Whitehall with a recommendation that they authorise the use of an explosive dropped from an aircraft, sir. The building Al Iraqi is located in is typical of traditional desert communities: heavily protected, very few windows or doors for access. I barely got within a dozen steps of the front door, and someone came out to challenge me. If that wasn’t bad enough, the neighbourhood is densely populated. I have no doubt that the majority of his neighbours have some access to weaponry.”

“The last thing you want is an angry mob. This is an undeclared operation. If you get to Al Iraqi but at the cost of our relationship with the Jordanians, your mission will be judged as a failure.”

“Yes, sir,” said Cooper.

“You’ve told me the problem. Now tell me the solution.”

“A heatwave, sir.”

“A heatwave? What do you mean?”

“Average temperatures for this part of the Middle East during the summer months are somewhere in the mid to high thirties, but we’re approaching a spike in the weather, with the heat—even at night-time—reaching the low forties. Sleeping indoors will be insufferable, and the traditional remedy in this part of the world is to sleep outdoors on the flat roofs.”

There was a pause as Control considered the implication of Cooper’s words.

“You think Al Iraqi will do that?”

“I think every single person in that building will do it, along with the majority of their neighbours. The upside is that it brings Al Iraqi to within my reach. I won’t have to break in through a door and search every single room in the search for my target. I need to access the roof; then I identify him and execute the mission.”

“It’ll have to be quiet.”

“Yes. I might have to use a knife, but that’d be risky. One other alternative is to incapacitate him and use a slow-release poison. I’ll work that part out.”

Cooper watched as signs of life emerged slowly from the desert encampment of tents. The dig supervisor, Klaus Becker, stepped out from between the flaps of his tent, one hand placed at the small of his back to ease the ache caused by nights in a camp bed. He windmilled his arms to get the blood flowing and crossed to the firepit to start the water boiling.

“Sir, there’s one other thing,” Cooper said. “My bag was searched on the first day. I think it was a young German woman on the dig with the first name Elka. She told me she’s a hotel administrator in Stuttgart. I’m as confident as I can be that I haven’t set a foot wrong, so I’m not yet clear where exactly her interest in me comes from.”

“With that information, she shouldn’t be hard to find. I’ll get Nathan Wiley to dig into her.” There was a pause. “No pun intended.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll call back tomorrow with an update.”

“Before you go.”

“Sir?”

“There have been news reports here of a small explosion in an area of Highgate near the park. Apparently, a device was fixed to a garden gate. I’m assuming this was your effort to clean up your piece of personal business before deploying to Jordan?”

“Yes, sir.”

“In which case, you should know that you weren’t entirely successful. A woman was found at the scene by an ambulance crew and taken to hospital. Although her injuries were serious, she checked herself out of the hospital and has since disappeared.”

Shit.

“‘Disappeared’?”

“Yes. I don’t just mean that she has evaded the police, who went round to speak to her because of the serious nature of what happened. I also sent a couple of people out to look for her, but they couldn’t find anything either. She will need some form of medical treatment, but we’ve checked the hospitals and come up blank. Ditto with border control.”

Cooper exhaled. It was the last thing he needed. He wanted to approach the Al Iraqi job with a clear, unencumbered mind, but now, in addition to the question of why Elka had searched his bag, he had the added worry that Vanessa Clay had survived the explosion.

“I don’t want you distracted from your task, but I thought you should know. Is there anything you want me to do here in your absence?”

“No, sir,” said Cooper. “It’s my problem. I’ll deal with it upon my return.”

The line went dead.
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Don’t drink alcohol while you’re taking these painkillers, the doctor had warned, but Vanessa Clay had limited patience for doctors and overcautious advice. They’re pretty powerful, he’d explained. Anything less potent won’t help given the scale of your injuries. She lifted the wine glass in a silent toast to the doctor and took a mouthful of chilled Chablis. She shifted in her seat. The blast at the garden gate had thrown her backwards and off her feet, causing significant bruising from the impact with the brick wall of a nearby garage as well as a mild concussion. Multiple fragments of the gatepost—needle-sharp splinters—had embedded themselves in the skin down one side of her face, and the slow and painstaking process of removing each and every one had taken several agonising hours. Three of them had penetrated her eyelid and come within millimetres of blinding her.

If you’re not going to drink in these circumstances, she said in a silent riposte to the doctor, when are you going to drink?

She checked her phone to see whether the message she was expecting had come through.

Nothing.

Despite her injuries, Vanessa felt strong and in control. It wasn’t the first time someone had targeted her. The worst time had been caused by a dose of poison introduced through the water supply to her Bogota apartment. It had seen her confined to a hospital bed for close to a month, losing almost twenty per cent of her body weight in the process. There had been other occasions too: one stabbing, three car crashes and more fights than she could remember. She’d been the victim of two acid attacks—one professional and one personal—but on both occasions she’d turned the bottle back on her attacker, blinding one and scarring the other for life. None of it had slowed her down, apart from the poisoning. As a general rule, she didn’t mind people having a go at her. When you added up the numbers, the overall tally was definitely in her favour.

Although her body felt strong, it was a different matter altogether when it came to her mind. It was there that she felt the full and unavoidable impact of what had happened. She’d let Charlie Cooper come within a hair’s breadth of killing her. The thought of it still took her breath away and made her feel sick to her stomach. Vanessa had an image of herself as the consummate professional, recruited and trained by the British government but educated by multinational corporations in the cut-throat ruthlessness that defined their trade. She knew how to do things the traditional way, but she also knew how to do them the dirty, effective way—the way that ensured your opponent never came back for a second attempt. And yet, despite all of that, and despite Cooper telling her in no uncertain terms that he was coming after her, she’d so nearly allowed him to win.

That had been one of the most humiliating elements of the whole thing. To be standing before the board in San Francisco as Charlie Cooper’s face filled the screen on the wall behind her back. Instead of the board marvelling at her operational coup in Singapore, they’d watched as Cooper explained how he’d tricked their star operative, erased the stolen data and infected the entire company mainframe with a piece of malicious software that wiped millions of its stock price. He’d insulted her in front of the group of individuals who held her career in their hands.

Worse than that—he’d humiliated her.

She had returned to London on the next flight, consumed with rage over what had happened. To be humiliated like that in front of the board was beyond anything she’d experienced in her career, and it sent her into a downward spiral of rage that clouded her judgement. That was the only possible explanation she could find for what had happened. She’d been so blinded by anger and thoughts of revenge that she missed the signs. It had been incredibly foolish of her to think that the private security contractor she hired to double-check whether she was being followed would have the abilities to outsmart someone like Cooper.

Of course he’d identify the vulnerability in her weekly routine.

Of course he’d come after her during her weekly visit to Highgate.

She drained her glass of wine and called for another.

She deserved what had happened, that was how she felt. But the gods had smiled on her and allowed her another chance.

She wouldn’t waste it this time.

She looked out of the hotel window at the Jordanian desert stretching endlessly away from her, shimmering in the fierce and unrelenting summer light.

They said a heatwave was coming.

Bring it on, she thought. The hotter, the better.

Her phone beeped.

Ready, said the message.

Vanessa nodded.

Smiled with satisfaction.

You’re not the only one, she thought.
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Cooper shuffled to one side to make room for Louise, an American academic in her late sixties who was the most experienced member of their small team. She took a small brush from the pocket of her dusty shorts and gently swept the red soil from the top of a clay artefact that was barely visible.

“I’m impressed that you didn’t smash this to pieces with your pickaxe, Julian,” she said, using Cooper’s alias. “Most people wouldn’t even have spotted it.”

“It was luck,” he said. “The light caught it at the last possible moment, and I was able to pull the pick to the side.”

She reached for a trowel and started to dig away at the soil on either side of the clay pot.

“It’s hard to tell this early,” she said, “but it looks a little like an exhibit I saw in the National Museum in Amman earlier this year. It’s got the same incised chevron patterns around the rim. The surface of this one is a little dirty still, but I’d wager that closer examination will show the clay was fired using the same technique. It often leaves an unevenly coloured surface.”

“Would it have been used for cooking?” asked Cooper.

“Most probably, yes,” said Louise, bent low in concentration. “Or perhaps food storage. The other one had a narrow base, indicating that it was generally kept upright by being partially buried in sand.” She straightened up. “You’ve made quite a discovery here, Julian. We need to alert Klaus so that he can oversee our efforts to get it out of the ground without breaking it. Could you go and locate him?”

Cooper stood up and glanced around. Most of the other volunteers were crowded around, excited by the prospect of a discovery. Klaus had made it very clear to them on day one that they were unlikely to find anything of significance in their excavation of the moat, and they were hopeful this meant there would be other discoveries to come. Only Johannes stood off to one side, watching the excited huddle with a disdainful air of barely concealed irritation. Cooper looked around for Elka, but she was nowhere to be seen.

“I’ll be back as soon as I’ve found him,” said Cooper, brushing the dust from his shorts and setting off.

He walked in the direction of the small city of tents that had been pitched in the shade of the highest canyon wall. The pickup truck was parked off to one side, so Cooper was fairly sure that Klaus wasn’t far. He glanced up at the sky and wiped the sweat from his brow. Today was the first day of the heatwave. He’d considered going after Al Iraqi tonight, but on reflection judged that it might take a night or two of blistering heat to force the bombmaker out from the interior of the house onto the rooftop. The last thing he wanted to do was delay unnecessarily, but the conditions meant that he wouldn’t be able to go to the house repeatedly to check on Al Iraqi’s sleeping habits.

Cooper’s tent was off to one side, and he noticed with irritation that the flaps had been allowed to fall, covering the entrance. He’d tied them up this morning to allow what little breeze there was to circulate around the tent and clear out the stale air. Deviating from his route by a few steps to rectify the situation, he glanced inside and immediately noticed that his bag was in a different position.

What the hell?

Checking that no one was watching, he stepped inside and allowed his eyes to play over the scene. There was no mistaking the fact that someone had been through his belongings. Again. If he’d been in any doubt about Elka’s guilt, he’d been convinced by her reaction—the blush that spread like a rash across her cheeks—that she was the person responsible. So why had she come back for more? What was she looking for? What reaction was she hoping to provoke?

He squatted down and looked hard at his bag. He barely had enough belongings with him to warrant a second search: a few pairs of shorts, half a dozen T-shirts, his wash bag and the paperback. Elka hadn’t been interrupted the first time she’d searched his bag, so what purpose could she have in coming back for a second go? Was it possible that this time her intention hadn’t been to search but to take something?

Or even worse than that?

The zip on his faded blue washbag was open an inch or so.

Leaning forward, Cooper tugged it open even further. He leaned over to examine the contents without touching them and immediately knew that someone had been rummaging through it. His mind went directly to a potential reason: his washbag would be the only thing among his meagre possessions that would yield a sample of his DNA. His toothbrush, for example—a simple swab of the bristles would be enough to confirm his identity, if the interested parties had access to the right international databases. Was that what Elka was after? Why? And what did that say about who she really was?

He heard a commotion outside and stuck his head through the tent flaps. A hundred feet away, Elka called out as she struggled with a wheelbarrow piled high with dirt that she was taking in the direction of a nearby ditch.

His mind raced. What was going on? He didn’t believe that what Elka was doing had anything to do with the Al Iraqi job, and he remained confident that his cover as a volunteer was watertight. The only person who knew that he was here, apart from Group personnel, was the university professor who’d put him in touch with the organiser of the dig, but the professor had established his reliability and trustworthiness over several decades. Furthermore, the way Elka had gone about searching his bag and collecting his DNA—if that was what she’d done—was amateurish and clumsy. Her focus on him suggested some kind of professional intent, but her tradecraft was anything but professional.

He made a decision. Whatever it was she was doing, the time had come to flush it into the open.

“Can I give you a hand?” said Cooper, jogging over to her.

“I’m all right,” she said, casting a nervous glance over her shoulder.

“I insist,” he said.

Time to find out what was really going on.


13




Together Cooper and Elka lifted the wheelbarrow and tipped its load of earth and rocks into the ditch.

“Thanks,” she said. “That turned out to be heavier than I expected.”

“I think you left this in our tent,” he said, holding out the packet of chewing gum that had fallen out of her pocket while they were sitting around the fire the previous night. There was no way she could be sure that it hadn’t fallen out in Cooper’s tent.

She blushed.

“Oh, that’s not mine,” she stammered. “I mean, it looks like mine, but it can’t be mine because I never went in your tent.”

“Okay,” said Cooper, nodding. “Yesterday one of the others said you were hanging around the tent looking for me, and then today I found this. I guess I just thought you’d been inside.”

He fixed her with a steady gaze while he spoke, registering the ways that her face was betraying her. Her eyes flitted around, the pulse at the base of her neck began to pound, and she lifted a hand to conceal a small nervous tic at the corner of her mouth.

“Why don’t you take it anyway,” he said.

She instinctively reached out to take it and then thought better of it and quickly withdrew her hand.

“What’s going on, Elka?” he said.

He’d concluded that this—whatever this was—wasn’t the work of a professional intelligence operative. She was lost and clearly uncomfortable with what she was doing. She was in over her head. Although Cooper wasn’t too interested in whatever it was, he was worried that it would derail his plans for Al Iraqi and so knew that he had to force her into a confession.

Her eyes flitted past Cooper to something behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the figure of Johannes walking quickly in their direction.

“He doesn’t know anything about this,” Elka said quickly and in a low voice.

“About what, Elka?” asked Cooper urgently.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, pal?” growled Johannes, deliberately knocking Cooper’s shoulder with his own as he approached Elka. “I can tell when she’s upset—look at her. What have you been saying to her to make her like this?”

“She’s fine. I was just helping her with this wheelbarrow.”

“First you come up to her at dinner, even though you don’t know her at all. Now you force herself on her while she’s just trying to do her job. What’s your problem?”

Johannes stepped forward into Cooper’s space. His forehead was covered with sweat, and his dirty brown T-shirt was stained at the armpits and across the chest.

“I can promise you I’m not trying to do that,” said Cooper.

“Damn right you’re not,” said Johannes, grabbing Elka by the arm and pushing her away from both of them. He shoved her roughly towards the section of the dig where she’d been working. “Get back to work. Let me talk to this joker.”

He waited for a few seconds while Elka walked away and then pushed Cooper backwards.

Cooper was fast running out of patience with Elka and her oafish boyfriend. In some circumstances, he’d be prepared to take a punch or two in the interests of keeping his cover story intact. But in a matter of hours, he was going to need all his energy, alertness and physical capabilities in order to address the question of Al Iraqi. But Johannes was a big guy. Cooper didn’t want to risk getting injured.

Johannes grabbed a fistful of Cooper’s T-shirt and pushed him backwards again. Cooper took hold of his fist and pressed the fleshy pad at the base of his thumb and index finger. A small amount of pressure was all it took to make Johannes’s face twist in pain. Cooper released the hold.

“Walk away, Johannes,” he said in a low voice.

Cooper didn’t want to humiliate him.

He just wanted this to be over.

But instead, Johannes leaned backwards and then drove his head forwards, aiming directly at the bridge of Cooper’s nose. Cooper saw it coming. He stepped backwards, and Johannes lurched, making contact with nothing but air, losing his balance in the process. All it took from Cooper was a hand on the back of Johannes’s head and a raised knee that made glancing contact and Johannes grunted and fell sideways into the dirt.

He looked up at Cooper, a vivid red welt quickly forming at the edge of his forehead. Cooper extended a hand.

“What happened? You must’ve stumbled.”

Johannes took his hand, but Cooper saw him scoop up some dirt and gravel with his free hand. Sure enough, as Cooper pulled him upright, he watched as the South African prepared to swing his free arm around and throw the dirt into Cooper’s face. Cooper still held Johannes’s left hand in his, and a simple swivel allowed him to dig his finger once again into the same pressure point at the base of Johannes’s thumb. This time he didn’t hold back. Johannes groaned in agony and dropped back to his knees.

Cooper bent low to speak into his ear.

“That’s about four out of ten,” he said quietly. “Try that again and we’ll go up to ten.”

He dropped Johannes’s hand and walked away.
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Cooper didn’t want to give Elka the time and opportunity to formulate a plan. She now knew for certain that he suspected her—he’d made sure of that. He was confident that if Johannes hadn’t appeared on the scene, he would’ve been able to get the truth from her. The way she’d said that Johannes didn’t know anything about this—whatever the hell this was—indicated that she was prepared to come clean. But if he didn’t locate her quickly, she might think through her position, change her mind and come up with a new set of excuses to explain the whole thing away.

He checked the area of the dig where she’d been working, but they hadn’t seen her since she left with the wheelbarrow. He checked her tent but with no luck. The pickup was parked where it always was, so he knew that she was somewhere on-site.

He saw Becker in the distance and jogged over to him.

“Louise would like you to go to the moat,” he said. “We’ve found something—a clay pot. She’s keen to get your advice on how best to remove it from the ground without breaking it.”

Klaus’s face lit up.

“A clay pot in the moat?” he said. “That’s a turn-up for the books. Let’s go.”

“You go ahead,” said Cooper. “They’re waiting for you. I was looking for Elka.”

“I think you’d better leave her alone,” said Klaus, lowering his voice in an effort to be discreet. “I saw her running off over there”—he pointed towards the open desert—“in tears. Perhaps she’s had an argument with that idiot of a boyfriend of hers.”

“Okay,” Cooper said. “Let me grab my camera, and I’ll join you at the moat.”

Becker ran off towards the moat in such a state of excitement that it didn’t take more than a moment or two for him to disappear from sight. Cooper set off at a brisk walk in the direction Becker had pointed. The earth where the dig was located was hard and rocky, but as he walked, the terrain became sandy. There was no breeze, which meant that the faint imprints of footsteps remained visible.

It didn’t take him more than a few minutes to find her. She was still walking.

“Elka,” he said. “Elka, hold up.”

She stopped and turned. Her dusty face was streaked with tears.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve got nothing against you, and I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Take your time,” he said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

She shook her head and tried to turn away again, but Cooper laid a gentle hand on her forearm.

“If I don’t know what’s happening,” he said, “I can’t help. Tell me.”

She put her face in her hands and sobbed, her shoulders heaving. Cooper let her emotion flood out, and after a minute or so, she wiped her eyes and took a deep breath.

“I came here with my twin sister six months ago,” she said. “We’ve been talking about doing something like this since we were little. She quit her job as a florist, and I took a long-term leave of absence from my job in a hospital. We started off in Egypt. We had enough money saved for the first few months, and after that we went to Israel and spent another few months picking fruit on a kibbutz while saving up some more money for the next part of our trip.”

Cooper nodded. Now that she was in full flow, he knew better than to ask her to hurry up or get to the point. She sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve.

“That’s where I met Johannes,” she said. “He was working on the same kibbutz as us. I know you don’t like him. Heidi, my sister, doesn’t like him much either but he was good fun, at least in the beginning, and we both felt it would be safer to travel with a man. When we got here, Johannes and I decided to join the archaeological dig, and Heidi accepted an offer in one of the big hotels in Aqaba. It wasn’t ideal, but she hates the idea of camping in the desert, and it’s only a couple of hours’ drive away. We agreed that we’d meet up at weekends and then in a month or so all continue our travels together.”

Cooper knew Aqaba well, having once taken an advanced scuba diving course in the beach resort’s azure waters.

“Everything was fine until a few days ago, but then Heidi stopped replying to my messages. I spent an entire evening trying to get through to her with no luck. In the end I had to call the hotel switchboard and ask to speak to her supervisor. He told me that he hadn’t seen her for twenty-four hours. She hadn’t turned up to her shift that day. He’d even checked her room. Everything was there as she’d left it, but there was no sign of her.”

She took out her phone.

“Then I got this.”

She pressed a button.

“Elka? Elka?”

It was a woman’s voice. She was clearly in some distress. Her breathing was fast and laboured, and when she spoke again, there was a catch in her voice.

“Du musst mir helfen,” the woman started to say before the faint voice of another person could be heard in the background. It was too quiet to make out their words, but they caused Elka’s sister to switch from German to English. “Elka, please, you must help me,” she went on. “There is someone here who says that they will hurt me if you do not cooperate. Please, you must do as they say, or it will be very bad for me.”

It was followed by the beginning of another sentence in German before the audio recording stopped abruptly.

“The next thing I got was this,” said Elka. She held up the screen of her phone. Cooper saw a black-and-white surveillance picture of himself walking across the airport terminal in Amman just three days earlier.

“There was a message,” she said. “It said that if I ever wanted to see my sister alive again, I would have to give the people who held her information about you. The first thing they wanted me to do was search your bag and send them photographs of everything in it.”

“That was on my first day here,” said Cooper.

“Yes. I messed up, I think, because I asked one of the others where you were to check that your tent was empty, but then I think he told you afterwards that I was looking for you.”

“What next?”

“I hoped that would be the end of it,” she said. “But then they sent me something that they wanted me to touch on the end of your toothbrush.”

“A DNA swab,” said Cooper. “It collects tiny samples of saliva. It’s a way of⁠—”

She cut him off with a gesture.

“No, no,” she said. “It’s not that. I work in a hospital. I know what a swab is. This was different. This wasn’t taking something from your toothbrush—it was putting something onto your toothbrush. They were very clear that I mustn’t allow it to touch my skin at any point.”

Cooper’s blood ran cold. Poison.

“Can you play that recording again?” he said.

She handed him her phone, and he pressed play, this time holding the speaker against his ear. He wasn’t interested in Elka’s sister’s words. He’d already memorised them. The bit he wanted to hear was the voice in the background issuing orders. He listened to it and rewound it and listened again.

There was no doubt in his mind.

Vanessa Clay.
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Cooper received a message requesting an urgent call. Within minutes he found an excuse to get away from the dig and disappear alone into the desert. He expected the voice at the other end to be Control’s, but the Group switchboard operator patched him through to Nathan Wiley.

“That was quick,” said Nathan. “Shall I call you Julian?”

“That’s probably best,” said Cooper.

“Control asked me to look into the background of the young German woman you’ve met, and I wanted to get some more details from you. So far, I’ve got Elka as her first name, hospital administrator as her profession and Stuttgart as her location. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

Cooper climbed a dozen or so feet up a craggy rock face and took a seat on a flat edge. He ran his hand over its rough surface, marvelling at the number of colours on display in a small patch of stone: red, orange, yellow and black, as well as a tiny grey seam that glittered. He considered going into the details of what he’d learned from Elka about Vanessa Clay and her kidnapped sister but judged that he should have that conversation with Control rather than Nathan.

“The information I’ve got has produced three possible candidates,” said Nathan, “so I was hoping we could whittle it down further.”

“She’s in her twenties,” said Cooper. “Five feet seven inches, sixty to sixty-five kilos. She’s got a wiry sporty build, so I would think there’s been some sort of athletic activity at one stage or another. And there’s a tattoo of a spider on the inside of her left wrist. I’m afraid that’s it.”

“Got it,” said Nathan. “I’ll start making enquiries right now.”

“I’ve also got an audio recording of her twin sister.” Elka had sent the audio file of her distressed sister pleading for help on to Cooper after they last spoke. “I’ll send that through too,” he said.

Cooper glanced back at the camp. He didn’t like walking out into the desert like this to take and receive calls, but there was no other option. The camp itself was relatively densely populated, and it was hard to manage the acoustics—more than once, he’d heard the entirety of other volunteers’ calls with loved ones. If pressed, he’d say that he had an unwell relative and he was checking up on their health, but he’d rather not put himself in that situation at all if he could avoid it.

“While I’ve got you,” said Cooper, determined to cover as much ground as possible so that there wouldn’t be any need for a follow-up, “can you give me any update on Al Iraqi? Is he still in the same location?”

“Yes, he’s still there, but the analysts expect that he’ll be on the move. They picked up a call from one of his cousins to a relative in southern Iraq who made a veiled reference to a package being dispatched in the next few days. There’s also a hint that Al Iraqi himself might be unwell, but it’s not clear whether that will speed up or delay his departure. We’ve got a dozen people listening to all his calls, as well as those of his family, and his mother made a reference yesterday to her little boy being sick. He’s the youngest of six boys, so it could be him.”

“Do they know what the injury is?”

“They think he may have hurt his leg. Some sort of infection.” There was a pause. “Do you have a plan?”

“There’s a heatwave here, starting today, and I’m hoping that it’s going to force residents outside into the cooler exterior, most likely the flat roof.”

The line went quiet.

“You still there, Nathan?” said Cooper.

“I’m here. I was thinking whether there’s anything we can do to help with that. Satellites won’t be much use, but we’ve got military personnel working alongside local forces in Jordan stationed in the north. The Muwaffaq Salti Air Base. Our personnel are only there in a liaison capacity, but I know they have access to drones.”

“I know the Muwaffaq base. That’s too far for a drone to travel undetected.”

“Agreed,” said Nathan. “But I can ask one of the SF boys to drive south overnight with a drone and then fly it over Wadi Musa. Thermal imaging will give us a pretty accurate visual representation of the rooftop with all the bodies clearly marked. At the very least, we’ll know how many people are sleeping outdoors and their location on the rooftop. It’s not everything, but it’ll give you a good idea of what you’re walking into. I can have an answer for you in the morning.”

Cooper considered the idea. There were risks involved in any new operational proposal. If the drone operator made a mistake, flying the drone too low or returning for another pass too many times, Al Iraqi would know that he was under surveillance. It would be months if not years before they were able to locate him again. But Cooper also knew that the British personnel stationed in Jordan had cut their teeth flying drones over Iraqi territory during the height of the insurgency, and as a result they were among the most skilled pilots in the world.

“Okay,” said Cooper. “Let’s say the operator identifies a dozen people asleep on the roof. I’m going to have to pick out Al Iraqi. At night, in the darkness, they’ll all look identical. Any ideas?”

“I don’t think we’ve got enough to do that. Al Iraqi is average height, average build. The last image we have of him shows a medium-length beard, but he may have shaved it off, and his male relatives will probably also have beards. There’s just no way…”

He stopped suddenly. Cooper let whatever thought had come to him develop at its own pace.

“He’s sick, right?”

“So you said. Infected leg wound.”

“That may well change his profile on an infrared thermal-imaging camera.”

“You’re a genius. The infection will be hotter than normal. But to get that kind of detail, the drone will need to go low.”

“I’ll tell them what you need. I’m sure they’ll deliver.”

Cooper glanced back at the camp. He’d been away for long enough. He stood and jumped the dozen or so feet back to the ground, brushing dust from his shorts.

“One more thing before I go,” said Cooper. “Can you also ask them to leave a set of night-vision goggles for me? There should be plenty of places in the desert outside Wadi Musa to hide them. I’ll just need the coordinates.”
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Vanessa Clay stepped out of the pure, limpid waters of the Gulf of Aqaba and walked to her sun lounger. The drink she’d ordered was waiting for her, and she sank back into the sun-warmed canvas, reaching with her free hand for her sunglasses. A less experienced operative would’ve sat indoors, fretting over every aspect of their operational plan, but Vanessa had total confidence in the events that she’d already set in motion. She turned her face towards the unrelenting sun, feeling its healing touch on her newly scarred cheek. She touched the skin gently. The tiny wounds would be a memento of Charlie Cooper that she carried with her until her last breath—a reminder of the consequences of letting your guard down.

Never again, she promised herself. Never again.

The swim had done wonders for her bruised back. She rolled some of the stiffness out of her neck, relishing the sensation of strong muscles shifting under her tanned skin. Although she believed she had the upper hand with Cooper, it didn’t stop her rehearsing each aspect of her plan in the same way that a professional athlete might rehearse each tiny movement. After all, part of not letting her guard down meant that she had to anticipate the ways in which Cooper might behave unpredictably. She was under no illusions that he was a worthy opponent. She remembered like yesterday a late-night poker game at Fort Monkton, the MI6 training establishment on the southern coast of England where she’d first met Charlie. There’d been plenty of big characters around the table, not to mention plenty of big brains, but she’d watched in wonder as the most unobtrusive and anonymous person at the table—a good-looking, brown-haired young man—had set about cleaning out player after player with clever, calculated and thoroughly unpredictable moves.

For a relatively experienced player like Vanessa, it hadn’t been hard to categorise each of the other gamblers. This one liked to bluff; that one excelled at mathematics, making every decision in strict accordance with the implied odds. There were a few who were proud of their ability to put off their opponents with a well-timed jibe. But Cooper just couldn’t be pinned down. One moment you thought you’d glimpsed his strategy, identifying a habit of making big bets to bully other players off their superior hands, but then the next hand came, and he’d do exactly the opposite of what you expected. He participated in the table banter without ever being the instigator. More than once, when Vanessa was locked in a hand with him, she’d look up quickly to find his blue eyes fixed on her, reading every expression and somehow seeing through to the truth of the cards she held in her hand.

A gull swooped low over the beach.

There had been one particular player in that poker game, a well-spoken former public schoolboy and Oxford graduate called Timothy Bloodfield, who grew particularly frustrated as he watched the pile of chips in front of him migrate across the table to Cooper. Bloodfield had been scored poorly that day by tradecraft instructors because of his failure to identify the three surveillance operatives behind him, and he was on a mission to restore his pride in the eyes of the group.

Fuelled by a succession of strawberry daiquiris ordered from the bar, Bloodfield slowly lost his temper with Cooper, even insisting at one point that the only way Cooper could have taken so much money off him was if he was cheating. The other players talked Bloodfield down from his extremely rash threat to challenge Cooper to a fight, but only as long as Cooper would agree to a best-of-five head-to-head contest.

They didn’t even get up to five. Cooper won the first three hands and walked away with the keys to Bloodfield’s newly restored, racing-green Porsche 959.

Vanessa cornered Cooper after the game.

“He’s got a tell.”

Cooper turned his eyes on her and smiled wryly.

“I couldn’t possibly comment,” he murmured.

“I know that he’s got a tell because I saw it too,” she said. “If he’s got a good hand, he drums his fingers on the table. Just once—as soon as he realises he’s doing it, he stops.”

He grinned, confirming her observation, and in that moment their friendship was born. Vanessa had made a note to herself to avoid ever sitting down at a card table with Cooper again, but here she was, locked in a head-to-head that would see one of them die.

The same gull circled ahead, its beak glinting in the fierce sun.

Cooper had made his move when he rigged the garden gate.

Now it was time for her move.
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Cooper clambered over the boulders, stepping carefully to ensure his footing on the smooth rock surfaces was secure before he took the next leap upwards. It was a few minutes after five o’clock in the morning, and even at that early hour, a bright and cloudless blue sky stretched as far as the eye could see. The faintest of breezes played around his hair, but the temperature was already in the mid-thirties, and there was a palpable feeling in the air that it was going to rise even higher before the day was out. He found a narrow opening between two boulders and squeezed through, glimpsing for the first time his destination: a cave mouth so completely hidden from sight that anyone on the valley floor below would never be able to see it.

He’d been walking for close to an hour. In reality, Cooper thought, the operator could probably have hidden the night-vision goggles a few hundred feet from the main highway, but discipline, thoroughness and a sense of professionalism had made him look for a concealment that would never be accidentally found by a Bedouin boy looking after livestock. That ruled out the long, snaking valley floor, as well as any spot within easy reach of it. Cooper appreciated his professionalism. There were plenty of people out there who took every opportunity to cut corners, but Cooper didn’t want any of them on his team, not when a single lazy mistake could result in death.

Cooper paused to wipe the sweat from his palms on his shorts and survey the final boulder standing between him and the cave. It was vast, at least nine metres in height. Although the first few hand- and footholds were obvious, the rock face quickly leaned backwards into a massive overhang that would test his already fatigued arm and hand muscles. In his mind, he mapped out a possible route, his hands moving unconsciously as he ran through the different moves. He knew the potential cost of a mistake. Out here, with no emergency services at the end of a phone line and precious little water, an injured climber wouldn’t survive the day.

Reaching for the first crack in the rock face, he began to climb steadily, pausing to regulate his breathing and ensure that each toehold or finger grip was solid before allowing it to carry his full bodyweight. He soon fell into a rhythm, his eyes scanning from side to side to identify the next move and the one after that.

He allowed himself the wry observation that the operator who had left the night-vision goggles for him would’ve had to make the same climb. It was an example of the good-humoured sense of competition that existed between elite soldiers and their counterparts in the world of covert action. Each side thought their work was the more demanding, the more dangerous, and they never missed an opportunity to needle their counterparts. Cooper could well imagine the operator spotting the cave from a distance, noting the physical challenge it would pose to anyone trying to reach it and deciding that that was where he should hide the package.

Reaching the top, Cooper gripped a ledge and pulled himself up and over before kneeling to catch his breath and study the cave that lay no more than a dozen feet in front of him. The operator would’ve hidden the goggles at night, but Cooper was well aware that there were plenty of wild animals that would retire to the dark, cool interior of the cave around dawn to escape the coming hours of fierce sunlight. Most of the animals that might harm him were small. Black spiders, camel scorpions and even some centipedes could all inflict bites or stings that would require medical attention. But Cooper was more worried about the Arabian wolf or caracal, a medium-sized wild cat with tawny-coloured fur. Both animals were instinctively scared of humans, but if Cooper were to enter the cave suddenly and take them by surprise, there was a possibility that they could do some damage.

He picked up a stone and threw it into the cave, listening as it bounced around the interior. He followed it up with a second.

Nothing.

Inching forward, he took out his torch and shone it into the cave, looking for any sign of habitation: bedding, animal waste or the carcass of a recent kill. It looked empty. Watching carefully where he placed his feet, Cooper stepped forward and immediately saw what he was looking for. A small rock at the back of the cave looked out of place. Sure enough, as he drew closer, he saw the black edge of a drawstring bag. The night-vision goggles.

He heard a noise in the distance. First a whistling sound, then the repeated shouts of a young man. Standing at the edge of the cave so he wouldn’t create a silhouette, Cooper studied the valley floor below, quickly spotting a goatherd walking behind a few dozen thin animals.

He glanced at his watch. He didn’t want to hang around any longer than was necessary, but he couldn’t afford to leave the safety of the cave while someone else was in the area. Squatting down, Cooper drew out his phone and navigated to the encrypted file he’d been sent overnight. The drone had captured close to twenty images of the old city of Wadi Musa, taken in two flights.

This was a good opportunity to study them more closely.

The gloom of the cave interior sharpened the details on the screen. He started with the higher-altitude shots, which showed the entire neighbourhood. Time stamps in the corner of each image indicated when they’d been taken. Exactly as Cooper had predicted, the rooftops surrounding Al Iraqi’s house were littered with dozens of figures as residents sought relief from the cloying heat of the building interiors. Some of the rooftops were crowded with up to ten people, while others held only one or two. It was an imperfect science, but looking at the pictures, Cooper began to pick out a possible route that would take him from a building six across from the target to the rooftop where Al Iraqi might be found. The building that he identified as a possible start point was on the edge of the old city. It pushed up next to a structure Cooper recognised as a backpackers’ hostel that was popular with young travellers. If he could gain access to their rooftop, it would be a simple jump to a rooftop on the edge of the old city. From there he could work his way into the middle.

Even if he was able to pick the quietest path across the rooftops, Cooper knew there was a strong chance that he’d be seen by someone along the way. Given the level of heat, few people would be able to sleep uninterrupted through the night. People would look for water or wander around. They might call out to neighbours to check on their well-being.

This was where some form of disguise would be essential. Despite speaking fluent Arabic, Cooper wouldn’t be able to pass as a resident of the old city, as everyone would know everyone else by sight and by voice. He’d have to ensure that he was dressed like many of the other men—in a long, white, thin cotton robe called a jellabiya—and that his face was obscured. Whatever weapons he needed, he would have to carry with him, as a bag of any description would look out of place.

He zeroed in on the rooftop belonging to the house of Al Iraqi’s relatives. The images had been sent to Cooper’s phone overnight in real time, and the team of analysts in London hadn’t yet had the opportunity to provide their assessment. But even without their expert analysis, it was obvious which one was his target. Cooper expanded the image. A dark red bloom on the upper left thigh of one particular sleeping figure confirmed the presence of a serious infection or wound.

Al Iraqi.

Lying with his back against a wall, the bombmaker was surrounded by six figures who slept around him in a fan pattern. One figure was on his feet and clearly acting as a lookout.

Cooper navigated to another page with detailed weather forecasts extrapolated from government satellites.

Tonight would be even hotter.

Standing at the edge of the cave to ease his muscles, Cooper looked down onto the valley floor. The goatherd had made his way steadily along the winding path and was now almost out of sight. It was safe to descend.

Packing the night-vision goggles away into his backpack, Cooper leaped onto the first boulder and began to make his way down the hillside and back to the highway.
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Cooper walked back into the camp a little after six, just as the earliest risers were beginning to surface. It had taken him longer to make his way back to the Hollow than he would’ve liked, and he was hoping that he could avoid being noticed by any of the other volunteers.

“You’re up early today, Julian,” called out Becker. “Where have you been?”

Cooper turned to see the dig supervisor emerge from behind a tent, his arms loaded with firewood.

“Just for a walk,” said Cooper, hoping that the sweat marks on his T-shirt wouldn’t give away the fact that he’d been doing something a lot more strenuous than that. “I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to take my camera out into the desert. I heard that sunrise was the best time to catch some of the wildlife around here by surprise.”

“I don’t think you’re the only one who’s finding it hard to sleep,” said Klaus. “Did you have any success with the photography?”

“Not much,” admitted Cooper with a shrug. “A couple of camels and a wild dog. Nothing that’s going to win any prizes, that’s for sure.”

Becker laughed and continued on his way to light the fire in the camp kitchen.

Cooper breathed out deeply. He might have got away with it on that occasion, but he knew that there was a limit to how often he could come up with excuses for unusual behaviour. In a small community like the one engaged in the dig, it didn’t take much for a person to get a reputation for being odd—for taking long, predawn walks in the desert, say, or getting into physical altercations with other volunteers. It wasn’t long after that before someone started suggesting there was something suspicious about that person, and once that perception had taken hold, there was no way of shifting it.

“Julian? Julian?”

He knew it was Elka before he turned and saw her running across the dusty red desert floor towards him.

“I need to talk to you,” she said urgently. “Please.”

He’d done his best to avoid Elka since their last encounter. It was obvious from everything she’d told him that Vanessa Clay was going to try to use her to get to Cooper, but it was just as evident that the last thing he could do was use Elka to fight back against Vanessa. What he needed to do was simply stay out of her way. At the end of the day, the situation between him and Vanessa was a personal matter. Although they had run into each other on Group time, Control had made it crystal clear that he did not want a battle between the two former colleagues to impact in any way on the important and sensitive work that he oversaw.

“Please,” Elka said, her voice rising.

He looked around for somewhere discreet they could talk. As much as he didn’t like it, the reality was that Cooper had to string Elka along for another twenty-four hours, until he’d dispatched Al Iraqi. Then Cooper would be gone, and Vanessa would’ve missed her opportunity to take revenge. Elka’s sister was not his responsibility.

He led her towards a storage tent.

“Julian,” she said breathlessly, “have you thought about what I said? Will you help me with Heidi?”

“Yes,” he said, locking eyes with her. He aimed for sincerity and truthfulness when it couldn’t have been further from the truth. “I don’t know exactly how yet, but give me a few days, and I’ll come up with a solution. You need to trust me.”

“Why can you not do something now?” she asked, taking hold of Cooper’s hands. “Every minute that we do nothing is another minute that my sister stays tied up in a room with that lunatic.”

Elka had asked Cooper who he really was and why such cruel and violent people were after him. Knowing that he had to give her something, he’d explained that he’d been inadvertently caught up in a multimillion-dollar business deal that went sour, leaving some of the Russian investors out of pocket and very, very angry.

“There’s nothing I can do right now. But I’ve reached out to friends of mine to let them know what’s happening, and they’ve assured me that they’ll be here as soon as possible to help. Until then, the only thing we can do is wait.”

Elka nodded, a solitary tear rolling from the corner of one eye. She sniffed. “The person who is holding her sent me another message last night. She said time is running out.”

“What do they want you to do?”

“I told them that I put the poison on your toothbrush, but somehow they know that it didn’t work. They accused me of not following their instructions.”

“You need to buy a little time. Tell them that your hands were shaking so much when you did it that the poison may have slipped. Or tell them that we’ve had an infestation of ants, and as a result, many volunteers were forced to wash everything in their bags.”

“I feel trapped,” she said. “I couldn’t do what they asked, and now I’ve told you exactly what is happening, but they say they’re going to kill her, and I don’t know what I can do other than trust you.”

“That’s all you have to do,” said Cooper. “Tell them that you need them to send through another plan. That’ll give us the time we need.”

Although he was a consummate liar, Cooper couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt at what he was doing. Elka would wake up tomorrow morning to the news that the British volunteer had disappeared overnight without a word of explanation. She’d implore Becker to contact him, but they would both discover that his phone appeared to have been disconnected, and their increasingly concerned emails would go unanswered. Elka would be left trying to explain to Vanessa that she’d failed at her one task. Cooper was under no illusions that Vanessa would have zero hesitation in killing Elka’s sister before disappearing herself.

There has to be a loser in all this, thought Cooper. It wasn’t his job to save every hapless victim he came across.
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Cooper waited in the shadows until he saw what he needed: a group of dusty and tired-looking young people clambering out of a minibus outside the Wadi Musa Hostel. It was late in the evening, close to midnight, and their spirits were high at the prospect of reaching their destination after a long day of travelling through the heat. The minibus driver climbed onto the top of the van and began throwing down their bags and backpacks, keen to get paid and head home for the night. Cooper watched as the first two members of the group spoke to the receptionist. One of them produced a folded piece of paper from their pocket and handed it over, and shortly afterwards the receptionist took several keys from a board above his desk and started to lead the group upstairs.

It wasn’t hard for Cooper to join the back of the group. Like the male members, he was dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, and he pulled a baseball cap low to hide his features from the single CCTV camera in the corner of the reception. He wasn’t sure it was even switched on, but he knew that it wasn’t worth his time to take any chances on an operation of this potential significance. Al Iraqi’s international profile wasn’t even close to the major players, but you just had to look at the scrutiny around the deaths of bin Laden or al Zarqawi to know that once the media got their teeth into a story, they were capable of digging up plenty of evidence that the police had missed. Cooper’s best hope was that no investigation would be mounted because no crime was reported to the police. After all, Al Iraqi’s family might not want the public attention—not to mention the accusations of complicity—that would come with police involvement and might choose to bury the whole thing deep in the desert along with the body of their wayward relative.

He followed the group up two narrow and dimly lit flights of stairs before peeling off to step onto the wide terrace at the back of the building. At one end, a cluster of tables had been set up to form a makeshift bar, already full. Something by Bob Marley was playing on a set of loudspeakers. At the other end of the terrace, the end that interested Cooper, was a large, rusted water tank. He knew from the drone imagery that if someone were to squeeze behind the tank, they would reach the corner of the terrace from which an athletic person would be able to jump the distance of seven feet that separated the hostel from the external perimeter of the old city.

Cooper went and sat alone against the wall opposite the door, as though he were waiting for someone to join him. A few drinkers down at the other end registered his arrival, and he wanted to allow enough time to pass that they would forget he was there. The accents he heard rising in a babble from the group belonged to Americans, Australians, New Zealanders and Spaniards. He glanced across at the hulking water tank. Although it lay in shadow, he was conscious that just walking over to examine it might catch the attention of one of the drinkers. Once that happened, he’d be forced to engage with them, betraying his own nationality. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

He needed a distraction. Nothing major, nothing that would be remembered afterwards, but it needed to be something that would ensure everyone’s attention was directed away from the water tank for a few vital seconds. Cooper had just the thing. Throwing firecrackers was a popular pastime among bored children in lots of the Middle East. Purchased for the equivalent of a few pennies, the tiny fuse could be lit with a match and thrown, causing a string of loud, sharp bangs. Cooper had heard some being thrown last time he walked around the old city. They wouldn’t sound out of place to the locals, but they would be sure to catch the attention of the tourists at the other end of the terrace.

He reached into his pocket. He tied a stone to the string so that he’d be able to throw it further. Checking that no one was watching, he used his body as a shield to hide the flare of the match as he lit the fuse. Dangling his arm over the edge of the terrace, he threw the string of firecrackers as far as he could along the narrow empty street that ran behind the back of the hostel.

The sharp rat-tat-tat sound filled the night air, and a few of the drinkers screamed in excitement. Several of the others rushed to the edge to look over and see the cause of the noise, pointing at shadows as they tried to pin down the source. The crucial thing was that everyone’s attention was diverted. In that moment, Cooper walked calmly—he knew it would be a mistake to hurry—across to the water tank and stepped behind it, edging his way steadily out of sight until he reached the corner. He could still hear the excited babble of voices from the other end of the terrace. So far, so good. If anyone had registered the absence of the anonymous young man, they must have assumed that he’d simply gone elsewhere.

While Cooper’s position behind the water tank hid him from the hostel, it left him exposed to any residents of the old city on nearby rooftops, meaning that he had to act quickly. Crouching down to prepare for the leap, he touched his hand to the edge of the wall, feeling for crumbling stone or loose bricks.

It was solid.

Filling his lungs with air, he jumped.
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Cooper’s feet hit the floor, and he rolled once to soften the impact. Rising to a crouch, he stopped, allowing his breathing to settle while his eyes adjusted to the darkness and his ears strained to catch the slightest sound that might indicate someone had heard him. The flat rooftop around him was lightly covered with debris: a broken crate, a roll of chicken wire, several empty glass cola bottles and a child’s tricycle that was missing its front wheel.

There were no signs that the rooftop was used regularly, let alone that someone intended to sleep there tonight. Cooper’s first task was to change his appearance. Anyone spotting a young man in shorts and a T-shirt, even from a distance, would know immediately that he was a westerner and therefore out of place in the old city. Someone would call out, and word would spread between the houses that an intruder was in the vicinity. Cooper couldn’t rule out the possibility that Al Iraqi’s relatives had placed lookouts on other rooftops to act as forward sentries, meaning that the slightest interest in his identity would be fed back to the bombmaker instantly. He’d be whisked off inside the building, and an armed search party would set off in pursuit of the foreigner.

Reaching into his bag, Cooper took out a long cotton robe. Most jellabiyas were white, but he’d selected the less popular grey, as it would give him slightly more camouflage among the shapes and shadows of the rooftops. He stuffed his shorts and T-shirt back into the bag. His feet were bare, which he preferred, but he made a note to check as he went for broken glass or fragments of concrete that might cut him.

He couldn’t afford to hang around. He strapped a serrated hunting knife to his left thigh and held the night-vision goggles in one hand. Stashing the plastic bag underneath one of the wooden crates, Cooper walked towards the edge of the roof. He sought out the shadows but beyond that didn’t make any particular effort to duck low or keep out of sight. His best camouflage was looking like just another tired local shuffling across a distant rooftop in search of escape from the heat.

He allowed his eyes to roam over the rooftops spread out before him. Two minarets were silhouetted against the sky, and to one side the lights of newer neighbourhoods in Wadi Musa glittered like so many gems against the velvety darkness of night. He could recall the route that he’d identified in the imagery from the drone. While some of the rooftops bustled with signs of life, from potted plants to chicken coops to sleeping figures, others had clearly fallen into disrepair and were almost certainly uninhabited. Those rooftops would be safe terrain for him. He just needed to move quickly enough that by the time any onlookers realised something was wrong, he would’ve completed his mission and be long gone.

The first narrow gap between two buildings lay just before him. Judging the distance to be around five feet, he took a short run-up, lifting the edges of his long robe, and jumped, planting a solid landing. He paused and glanced around. He could hear the sound of someone snoring close at hand, and from further away came the tinny sound of a transistor radio playing classic songs from the Egyptian singer Umm Kulthoum. The other people he could see on their feet were far away, and there was no sign—or sound—to indicate that they had seen him.

Emboldened, he continued. The route he’d memorised took him in a loop to his right around the perimeter of the old city. He kept his pace slow and steady and walked with his head and shoulders bent as though a much older man. He was halfway to the next edge when he first registered something was wrong. He knew he’d caught someone’s attention. The situation wasn’t drastic: there were no shouts, no pointed fingers. But he was aware out of the corner of his eye that two or possibly three figures had come together in the periphery of his vision and were looking at him. It had always been a risk, he knew that. Most people who lived here would know the names and family stories of every other resident in this neighbourhood. Their parents and even their grandparents would’ve known each other. Cooper didn’t know who lived in the building whose rooftop he was on, but it might be that they were elderly and infirm, or even that they’d recently died.

He could handle it. All it meant was that the clock was ticking faster. Faster and louder.

He came to another edge. There were only two possible options before him. He could either circle back the way he’d come and try to pass himself off as a tired resident trying to walk himself to sleep, or he could keep moving forwards. The first option was the easier one. He could keep the small group watching him in his peripheral vision, and it was possible that after another ten minutes’ walking in circles, they would dismiss him and turn back to whatever else they had been doing.

But what if they didn’t? What if they called out to him? What if they sent someone to the rooftop he was on to find out who this unfamiliar man was?

Cooper came to the edge and jumped across to the next rooftop. There was no disguising what was happening now: people were watching him with increasing interest. But an intriguing idea had entered Cooper’s mind. Everyone in his line of work knew that no plan survived first contact with reality, which was why his instructors over the years had drilled the same idea into the heads of their keen recruits:

How can I use this situation to my advantage?

The number of people watching him was increasing by the minute. First it had been two or three, but a quick glance told Cooper that there were now at least seven interested observers.

In one aspect of local knowledge Cooper was every bit the equal—if not the superior—of the people watching him. He’d spent a long while poring over images of the rooftops and knew the terrain in detail. He knew, for instance, that at the edge of the next rooftop was a small square brick structure that housed a stairwell. If he used the stairs to drop down a level, he might be able to find a way to gain access to the next building and emerge onto its rooftop in a place that none of the observers expected. They’d have their eyes fixed on the area around the stairwell, but if he moved quickly, he could take them by surprise.

He jumped. The stairwell was blocked by a wooden door. Someone on the inside had tried to secure it with a single plank of wood, but it was so rotten in places that Cooper was able to reach through a narrow gap and knock it loose.

It clattered all the way down the stairs. Cooper listened for signs that anyone down one floor had heard the noise.

Silence. It was as much of a green light as he could hope for.

Easing the door open, he slipped into the darkness.
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Cooper’s eyes picked out a flight of rough-hewn stairs, and he descended quickly to a dark narrow hallway. Voices rose from the ground floor, but they were calm and relaxed, and he assessed that no one had heard him break in. He walked quickly into a dark bedroom, identifying three sleeping figures on mattresses on the floor to one side. One of the figures sat up and made a noise, but Cooper was already opening the shutters onto a small balcony, climbing onto the metal railing and jumping a distance of five feet to the balcony across the narrow alleyway.

The wooden doors gave way beneath his shoulder, and he crossed two empty rooms until he reached the stairs. There was no bulb, and cobwebs crisscrossed the hallway. He continued through towards the other side of the house, quickly coming to a window that was missing a pane of glass. Leaning out, he could discern voices being raised on the rooftop above. It was clear that his sudden disappearance from sight had caused some consternation. One person was calling for someone called Hassan to find the torch, and two other people were arguing about whether Abdul was back from visiting his sister in Amman.

The next building was the one where Al Iraqi was staying. Cooper leaned out as far as he judged safe and strained his ears.

Cooper knew what he had to do. Taking a few steps backwards, he ran towards the glassless window and leaped through, crossing the gap between the two buildings in a sudden blur that was too quick for anyone above to register. He landed on a balcony and clattered against the door loud enough to disturb the person inside. The door opened, and a young man stuck his head out to see what had caused the noise. Cooper dragged him out through the door and struck him with his elbow so hard across the temple that he knocked him out.

Now it was simply a matter of speed. Cooper stepped into the dark hallway and saw a flight of stairs. Smells of cooking rose from the ground floor below. He crept upwards. Easing the door open, he saw a huddle of around seven or eight men of varying ages, all focussed on the distant rooftop where he’d last been. Two of them held rifles loosely in their hands. Whatever protective cordon they had formed around Al Iraqi had been broken up by everyone’s fixation on a shadowy figure who had last been seen three rooftops away.

“I can see him behind the stairwell,” Cooper heard one man say.

“No, he’s gone back towards Abu Muhammed’s house,” said another.

Cooper didn’t require night-vision goggles to see that the man standing at the back of the crowd, several feet away from the others, had a bandage wrapped around his left leg. Cooper stepped forward and swung an arm around Al Iraqi’s mouth and nose, cutting off his air supply and preventing him from calling out. He dragged him several feet backwards into the stairwell.

The names and stories of Al Iraqi’s victims rushed into Cooper’s mind.

A thirteen-year-old boy who opened a parcel sent to his US diplomat father: blinded.

An official at the British Ministry of Defence: killed.

Two journalists in Beirut and Cairo who wrote editorials criticising the Islamic State: maimed.

Cooper drew the knife across Al Iraqi’s throat and lowered his lifeless body to the ground.
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It was still dark when Cooper arrived back in the Hollow. By the time the first cries of alarm had sounded from Al Iraqi’s relatives and associates, Cooper was down one flight of stairs and poised on the edge of the narrow balcony, and by the time the angry mob made it down there, Cooper had long since dropped to the dark alleyway below and taken at least three turnings to put as much distance between him and his pursuers as possible. They had numbers on their side, as well as weapons, but the old city was a maze that Cooper knew as well as any of them, and by the time they had organised into anything resembling a search party, he was at the perimeter and moving into one of the adjacent neighbourhoods. With every turning he took, it became less and less likely that they would catch him. At some point, he knew, a local resident would alert the police to the fact that a group of armed men was roaming the streets, and they would demand to know what was going on.

From there, it hadn’t taken him long to reach the edge of Wadi Musa and slip unnoticed into the pitch-black desert. He was thirsty, and his feet hurt, but apart from that, he felt strong enough to manage the four-mile run that took him to the camp. On one occasion he heard a pack of wild dogs barking nearby, but they were easily dispersed by a few well-aimed rocks. More times than he could count, he saw dark shapes on the desert floor—snakes, scorpions or lizards—that slithered away at his approach. Although there was no full moon, he was able to navigate by the stars. Several times he stopped and took cover behind rocks and waited to hear if he could hear the sounds of anyone behind him.

He had no intention of hanging around the camp for one second longer than necessary. It was unlikely that Al Iraqi’s associates would be able to track him there, but he didn’t want to take the chance. He passed by his tent and grabbed his bag, stepping lightly to avoid waking the other volunteers. The near-total darkness outside provided him with cover to change from the jellabiya into a fresh pair of shorts and a T-shirt.

Klaus Becker’s pickup truck was parked fifty feet away from the cluster of tents, pointed in the direction of the highway. Cooper retrieved a spare set of keys from the wheel arch and was easing the door open when he heard the sound of footsteps.

“What are you doing?” said Elka.

Shit.

“I can’t talk right now,” said Cooper, keeping his voice low. “I’ll be back later this morning, and we’ll work out what to do about your sister.”

“You’re lying,” she said, her voice rising. “You’re lying to me, I know it. You’re going. That’s why you have your bag with you. You’re doing something secret here, and that’s why they wanted me to kill you. And now you’ve finished whatever it is you came here to do, and you’re leaving. Once you drive out of here, I won’t see you again. Those monsters will kill my sister.”

“Elka, I promise you that won’t happen,” said Cooper, looking around to see if their voices had woken anyone.

“Then tell me where you’re going.”

“I’m going to pick up one of my associates. He’s the person who’s going to help us get your sister back in one piece.”

“You’re lying,” she said, her voice rising even louder. “If that’s true, let me come with you. I can explain to him what has happened, and then we can go and get her back.”

“I can’t take you with me, Elka,” said Cooper. “If he sees another person in the truck, he’ll be suspicious. He’ll think he’s being set up. That’s what these people are like. They don’t operate like you and me.”

“Take me with you, or I’m going to scream.”

Cooper’s mind raced. All he wanted was to make a clean escape. Given the odds that had been stacked against him, the thought that this German woman was the final thing standing between him and the open road was infuriating. He’d found a way to get to one of the most difficult targets he’d encountered in recent years before making a difficult and dangerous escape through some of the most inhospitable terrain on earth. Rescuing Elka’s sister was the last thing on his mind at the moment.

She opened her mouth to scream.

Cooper briefly considered knocking her out before changing his mind.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “Get in.”

He kept the truck in a low gear and drove slowly out of the camp and onto the highway.
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Cooper kept the pickup truck moving along the desert highway at a steady clip. It was still dark, but the first glimpses of sunlight stained the horizon ahead of them a pale silvery colour. They passed several trucks carrying produce from local farms towards Wadi Musa, but otherwise the roads were empty.

“Send your sister’s kidnappers a message,” Cooper said.

“What shall I say?” asked Elka.

“Take this down: I hit him over the head. What should I do now?”

Elka typed rapidly. “Okay,” she said. “What else?”

“That’s it for now. See what they come back with.”

It didn’t take long. In under a minute Elka’s phone beeped as a message hit her inbox.

“Is he conscious?” she read aloud.

“Type this: He’s out cold. I put him in the back of the truck. Where do you want to meet?”

“Send us proof.”

His mind racing, Cooper drove in silence for several minutes before spinning the wheel and turning the pickup into the forecourt of an empty petrol station.

“Give me five minutes,” he said. “Stay in the truck.”

He walked thirty feet into the desert to ensure he couldn’t be overheard and placed a call.

“Nathan, it’s me,” he said.

Wiley had clearly been asleep. There was a rustling sound as he got up. “I’m listening,” he said.

“I need an image,” said Cooper. “A photographic image that looks as though it was taken with a smartphone. Imagine that someone has just hit me over the back of the head with a rock. I’ve fallen to the ground—in the desert—blood coming from a head wound.”

He heard the sound of Wiley easing open the door to his home office and beginning to type quickly.

“It’s before dawn here, so make sure the lighting in the image reflects that.”

“Understood,” said Wiley.

“My face should be visible and identifiable in the picture. Make sure that the wound is clearly depicted. The person who receives this picture will be good. They’ll need to be convinced.”

Wiley didn’t respond, but Cooper knew that was because he was working at speed. Nathan and his colleagues had access to the full suite of top-grade AI tools emerging from Silicon Valley, but he also had access to government upgrades being developed and shared within the Five Eyes intelligence community. Cooper knew the picture Nathan produced in seconds would be realistic.

His phone beeped. He looked at the screen. It even took him aback to see how realistic it looked. In the picture, Cooper was dressed in a pair of dusty cargo shorts, and a dark blue T-shirt had ridden up to reveal his torso. Blood was trickling from an open wound at the back of his head, and a rock beside the lifeless body was stained red from the impact.

“Perfect.”

“I’ve run down the identity of the woman you met. It wasn’t easy, but I got there in the end. Elka Müller, aged twenty-six years old. She has two parents in their seventies, Heinrich and Greta. She is the administrator of a physical rehabilitation facility, not a hospital. That’s what threw me off.”

“Thanks,” said Cooper.

“Do you need to know anything specific about her?”

Cooper glanced back at Elka. She was leaning against the front of the pickup truck and looking pensively into the distance.

“I just needed to know that she was who she claimed to be, that’s all. I can take it from here.”

“It was the audio.”

“What was?”

“How I tracked her down. There was a clip online of her giving a conference talk a few years back. That was a match. From that point it was easy.”

He was two paces further towards the truck when the thought struck him.

“Wait,” he said. “Are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“You matched an audio clip you found online to the audio clip I sent you?”

“That’s right.”

“The audio clip I sent you wasn’t Elka Müller,” said Cooper. “It was her twin sister.”

There was a brief silence on the other end of the line.

“There must be some sort of misunderstanding,” said Nathan. “Elka Müller doesn’t have a sister.”

Cooper froze.

“Say that again?” he said.

“She’s a thirty-six-year-old administrator of a physical rehab centre just outside Stuttgart. But she’s an only child. She doesn’t have a brother let alone a twin sister. And it was her on that audio clip, claiming to have been kidnapped. It was Elka herself, no one else.”

Cooper’s blood ran cold. If Elka Müller didn’t have a sister, what were they doing? Where were they going? He turned to look at the pickup truck. Elka looked back.

What the hell was going on?
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Cooper took advantage of the desert silence and the empty road in front of them to process the news. Elka Müller might be a real person, but she didn’t have a twin. Elka’s entire story about saving up money to go travelling was untrue, along with the twist that her sister had been abducted from the hotel in Aqaba where she was working. Cooper was under no illusion that Vanessa Clay was behind this. He’d heard her voice in the background of the audio. But what was dawning on him was that Vanessa had somehow coerced Elka into playing the role of a desperate and panic-stricken sister in order to lure Cooper into… into what, exactly?

Into a trap?

Yes.

To his death?

Yes.

That was what was happening. Vanessa could try to catch Cooper unawares and gun him down, but she knew that he’d be hard to surprise. Far better to convince him that he was acting as a white knight and then—just as he embarked upon a plan to rescue the maiden from the tower—sneak up behind him and finish him off. She could choose the location and make sure everything was primed to go in her favour.

He couldn’t help admiring the brilliance of her plan. And if he hadn’t decided to call Nathan on his way to Aqaba, he would’ve walked straight into her trap.

He glanced across at Elka. He had options. He could pull over, open the door and kick her out. There was nothing either Vanessa or Elka could do about that, and he’d be out of the country by the time Elka hiked the last twenty miles to wherever it was that Vanessa was waiting for them both. That would allow him to request a leave of absence of several months from Control—long enough to settle this matter decisively once and for all. He was tired and thirsty from his night’s work in Wadi Musa, and he didn’t like the idea of taking on Vanessa with only half a tank of gas.

But there was another thought that occurred to him. He was never going to be in this position again. Yes, Vanessa would be armed and ready. She knew her environment and might even have recruited additional personnel to help her. But she expected Cooper to be on his way to rescue Elka’s sister, whereas he now knew that no such person existed. In other words, he had at least one advantage over her. He knew something she didn’t know. He had the upper hand, if only he could find a way to use it.

Elka’s phone beeped. She scrambled to read the message.

“You have saved your sister’s life,” she read aloud, her voice catching with emotion. “Oh, Julian,” she said, placing a hand on his forearm, “the picture worked.”

She was good. Cooper admired the commitment and skill Elka brought to her role. It couldn’t have been easy to express so much emotion over a sister who didn’t even exist. Her phone beeped again.

“We will send you a location,” read Elka. “Come there immediately, and we will hand over your sister in return for the individual in the photograph.”

Although he knew something that Vanessa didn’t, Cooper felt a tightening in the pit of his stomach at the prospect of what lay in store. It was possible to fall so far down a tunnel of bluffs and double bluffs that you lost your sense of direction. Were there things that Vanessa knew about him? Had she constructed a bulletproof plan to kill him that would work whatever evasive measures he put in place? Here he was, armed only with a knife and yet about to walk into an environment controlled by a woman who wanted him dead. A woman with plenty of skill, just like him. He might have one ace up his sleeve, but what if she had two?

A road sign passed in a blur.

35 km to Aqaba.

At least he had a little bit of time to come up with a plan.

“We’ll be there in the next twenty to thirty minutes,” said Cooper.

Elka’s phone beeped.

“We’re not going to Aqaba,” she said, reading a message and then looking across at Cooper.

“What?” he said. “Where are we going?”

They crested a hill. A few kilometres ahead of them was a partially constructed holiday village being built in the desert on the outskirts of the city. A sign showed an artist’s portrayal of swimming pools and golf courses that would come with time, but at this stage the twenty or so buildings that had been constructed were without windows or roofs. Given the early hour, diggers and cranes stood idly by. A small roadside shack sold snacks and bottles of water to passing motorists, but apart from that, there were no signs of life.

Elka raised a finger to point through the windscreen.

“There,” she said. “We’re going there.”
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The pickup truck dipped into a hollow that took it out of sight of the half-constructed holiday village where Vanessa was waiting. Cooper stamped on the brakes, and the truck skidded to a stop.

“What are you doing?”

He turned to Elka. “I know.”

“What?”

“This is it. Your only opportunity to tell me what’s going on.”

Her eyes widened in astonishment and fear. “What do you mean?” she said. “What are you⁠—”

Cooper cut her off.

“I know you don’t have a sister. I know that you’re doing this on behalf of a British woman who you may know by the name of Vanessa Clay. Ten seconds to tell me the truth.”

Elka shook her head in astonishment at Cooper’s words and began once again to deny everything. “You’re wrong, you’re wrong. My sister⁠—”

“Your parents are called Heinrich and Greta. The reason I know that is that my colleague is standing outside their house right this minute with a pistol.”

Her face crumpled. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.

“You’re out of your depth. It’s not your fault, but you need to recognise that it’s the truth. This isn’t your world. It’s filled with people who won’t think twice about putting holes in the heads of a couple of German pensioners. People like my friend. So I’ll repeat my question but for one last time: what’s going on?”

When she spoke, her voice was quiet. Feelings of fear and panic made her shrink into herself. “She knows I didn’t attack you. She knows the picture I sent is a fake. It’s a trap.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Please don’t hurt my parents,” she pleaded.

“What is the plan?”

“The only thing I know is that we drive into the holiday village. She handles the rest. That’s it. That’s all I know.”

“There must be more.”

“She’s paying me to deliver you alive. I couldn’t say no; that’s the truth—she offered me too much money, enough to change my life.” Now that she was speaking, her words tumbled out of her. “I thought it must be revenge for something you did to her, so I persuaded myself that you deserved whatever she was going to do.”

Cooper’s mind raced. He wasn’t interested in Elka’s motives. The only thing that concerned him now was the question of tactics. Vanessa would know that it would be very hard to control how Cooper entered the holiday village. He could be driving the pickup, or he could be pretending to be unconscious underneath a tarpaulin in the back, waiting to jump out at the right moment. She wouldn’t put it past him to hide underneath the vehicle. The important thing was that she’d want to position herself in a location that allowed her the greatest flexibility. However Cooper approached, she’d make sure that she was in the optimal position to take him out.

He dialled a number and pressed the phone to his ear.

“You’re lying,” he said, turning away from Elka as though giving up on her.

“No, wait,” she said, clawing at his arm.

He pushed her away.

“Tommy,” he said into the phone in a low voice. “Sie haben grünes Licht. Noch einmal: Sie haben grünes Licht.”

You have a green light. Once more: you have a green light.

“No!” Elka screamed, tearing at his arm. “No, you can’t do that; they haven’t done anything to you; they haven’t done anything wrong!”

Cooper looked hard at Elka.

“Warten,” he said into the phone.

Wait.

“Last chance. Tell me exactly what you were supposed to say to me.”

She closed her eyes in an effort to remember the words. “That I knew this place a bit,” she said. “That me and Johannes had stopped here on our way to the Hollow from Aqaba to buy a bottle of water.”

“Go on.”

“She said that I should make it sound natural as though the idea had just popped into my head. She said tell him that Johannes started talking about buying a villa there together, so you found the only way in: a road for construction vehicles. It’s just around this corner. It starts off as a dirt track and then loops around the back. She wants us to drive along that road. ‘Whatever it takes,’ she told me. ‘You have to get him to drive along that road.’”

“Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not,” she said, tears brimming her wide eyes. “Please don’t hurt them.”

Cooper spoke into the phone. “Warten Sie auf weitere Anweisungen.”

Await further instructions.

His mind flashed back to his and Vanessa’s days as MI6 trainees at Fort Monkton. Vanessa had scored highly across the board, but she’d displayed a particular aptitude with a sniper’s rifle that had impressed even their SAS instructors. He closed his eyes and saw a perfectly preserved image of the half-constructed holiday village that lay just out of sight. In an instant he knew why she had chosen that location. The service road that Elka had just described passed alongside a series of unfinished buildings. Vanessa could lie concealed atop any one of those and pick off Cooper—and presumably Elka—as they navigated the bumpy road.

He glanced at his watch. He couldn’t afford to wait another second. Jumping out, he dragged the items in the back of the pickup—sacks of flour, three bags of potatoes, a pile of sleeping bags—into the approximate shape of a human body and concealed them with a black tarpaulin.

He reached into the cab and took Elka’s phone from her hand. “You won’t need this. Follow the instructions you gave me to the letter. Drive along the service road. About halfway along, you’ll see a series of unfinished houses on your left. Accelerate before you get to them. Do you understand me? Hit the accelerator before you reach those three houses. You need to be travelling at speed as you go past them.”

She shuffled along the front seat until she was behind the wheel. “What about you?”

“Just drive.”
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Cooper watched Elka drive away in the pickup truck. He heard the roar of the engine and the mangling of gears as she found her way into second and then third and gathered speed. The highway curved away to the left for several hundred metres before looping back towards the half-constructed holiday village; Cooper estimated that if he set off quickly and made good time, he stood a reasonable chance of getting there before Elka. What he needed was a direct route, one that would allow him to exploit the desert landscape—gullies, cliffs, dunes—to remain hidden from sight. It didn’t take long to find what he was looking for: a long, winding and dried-up riverbed that snaked through a tunnel underneath the highway and into the desert.

He set off at a sprint but after several hundred metres realised that he was in danger of being spotted. If he was right and Vanessa was lying in wait on top of a building, her elevated position would allow her to see the briefest glimpse of movement or colour on the horizon. If that happened, she’d know immediately what was going on and adapt. Cooper ducked down and continued on all fours. He could be confident that he was out of sight, but he was also aware that he was losing precious minutes. He continued like that for what seemed like an eternity, but as the riverbed twisted and turned, the banks gradually steepened so that he was able first to rise into a running crouch and then into a full sprint.

After ten minutes at top speed, he noticed the beginning of a series of irrigation pipes built into the sloping riverbank on his left. They had clearly been installed to allow rainwater from the nearby holiday village to flow off into the river during the wet season. Flash floods were rare but not unheard of in this part of Jordan, and this was obviously intended to reduce the risk. He still couldn’t see the row of empty buildings where he thought Vanessa might be hiding, but he gauged that either the seventh or eighth pipe would take him to a point that was roughly opposite her location.

He chose the seventh. It was narrower, longer and steeper than he’d expected, and he had to work hard to climb upwards at the forty-five-degree angle. The concrete was smooth, and more than once he found himself slipping back. He was only able to stop himself by jamming his feet and hands against the edge. A rumbling noise echoed down the pipe towards him, and he realised with alarm that it was the approaching growl of Elka’s pickup. She’d made faster progress than he’d expected. Digging deep, he increased his pace.

It was only when he neared the top of the pipe that he realised he’d misjudged the distance. He should have chosen the eighth pipe. The row of buildings where he suspected Vanessa was concealed lay about fifty metres to his right. He watched as Elka’s truck drove along the road directly in front of him, just as she’d been told, and as he looked up at the flat roof, he saw a brief glint.

A rifle scope.

Elka stamped on the accelerator exactly as Cooper had instructed. But she did it too hard and too fast, and as the truck shot forward, its wheels slid on the smooth, dusty surface of the road, fighting for grip. It turned one way and then the other as she spun the wheel in a panic, finally skidding to one side and dropping into a shallow ditch.

It gave Vanessa all the time she needed. A single rifle shot rang out. The black tarpaulin in the back of the pickup twitched as a bullet thudded into a bag of flour. A second and a third bullet followed. There was a brief pause. Cooper knew what was happening: Vanessa was studying the scene below her and would conclude that Elka had tricked her. There was no one in the back of the truck.

Elka seemed to know exactly what was happening. She wrestled with the steering wheel, trying to force the truck out of the shallow ditch and back onto the road but to no avail. A single shot passed through the cab’s open window, and she slumped forwards against the steering wheel, briefly sounding the horn.

Blood poured from the back of her head.

Cooper pulled himself out of the pipe and ran as fast as he could across the road, bending low to present as small a target as possible to Vanessa. He knew that she’d be anxious to get off the roof as quickly as she could. An elevated location like that was a strong position if she knew that her target was passing along the road below her. Wherever he positioned himself, she’d have the advantage. But the second that he manoeuvred out of her line of fire, the balance of power changed. He could trap her up there or circle the building and take shots at his leisure. She didn’t know that he was only armed with a knife.

A series of shots thudded into the loose earth behind him as he dived behind the corner of a neighbouring building.

“You’re stuck,” he shouted as loudly as he could. “We both know it.”

More shots cracked into the ground, and Cooper took the opportunity to work his way further around the building, keeping one eye upwards in case he caught a glimpse of Vanessa leaning out over the rooftop.

“You had your chance,” he shouted.

She was in a bad position. She’d have no choice but to try to fight her way down and out of the building, but so long as she didn’t know exactly where Cooper was, she couldn’t be sure that she wasn’t about to stumble into his line of fire. But he also knew that being in a weak position wouldn’t stop her. His mind went back to their training and the one time he’d played Vanessa at poker. Her weakness was overconfidence. He could even see it in her execution of this plan. She’d been sure that her control over Elka was unassailable, that she knew how Cooper would react, even that it was acceptable to put herself in such a vulnerable position on an exposed rooftop without a backup plan.

He moved around the building again. He heard her on the rooftop, running from side to side as she craned over the edge in an effort to identify Cooper’s location. There was an opening for a window just ahead. Cooper took the ledge in one jump. He ran quickly and silently across the poured-concrete floor and took the steps four at a time, standing just out of sight in an alcove at the edge of the first-floor landing.

He fought to control his breathing. He’d moved into the house so quickly and quietly that he didn’t think Vanessa would believe he was within a dozen feet of her. He could hear her feet on the roof above him, moving from side to side to spot him.

There was silence. Cooper heard Vanessa breathing heavily as she approached the top of the stairs that led down from the roof. Crouching low and extending the rifle muzzle ahead of her, she began to descend the stairs. The angle Cooper had chosen—the alcove he was standing in was behind the stairway—allowed him to step forward, grab the rifle with one hand and tug it downwards and sideways so that he broke Vanessa’s grip. She stumbled down a couple of steps but quickly regained her footing.

Pausing for a second or two while she reevaluated her options, she continued down the stairs and picked up the first thing she saw, a loose brick from a pile of builder’s rubble on the floor. Ignoring the fact that Cooper now held a loaded rifle, she flung the brick with surprising force in Cooper’s direction, catching him on the shoulder.

“Don’t, Vanessa.”

She picked up another brick and threw it at him, this time coming within inches of his head.

“Stop it.”

She stared at him.

“You can’t win.”

Even as the words left his mouth, he knew with certainty that she wasn’t going to stop. She turned around to look for a way out and saw an exposed ledge jutting out from the house that would in time become a balcony. More bricks were stacked there. She took three steps and grabbed one and let it fly towards Cooper.

He dodged it easily and took a step towards her, raising the rifle.

“Vanessa,” he said.

She took a step backwards away from him. The concrete at the edge of the unfinished balcony ledge crumbled beneath her foot, and she slipped. She fell backwards, flinging her arms out to take hold of anything to prevent herself from falling.

Cooper ran towards her.

She said something inaudible. He hit the floor a few yards away and slid towards her, his fingers outstretched, reaching for anything that would allow him to stop her from falling.

She gasped something—“Hemlock”—and slipped backwards.

It seemed so slow, the way that she fell. She might have survived it if the angle of her fall had been different. Her arms flailed helplessly against the air as her body tilted backwards until its rotating movement was brought to an abrupt end by contact with the hard ground, and as her blood began to pool in the dust, Cooper watched as the light in her eyes went out for the last time.


EPILOGUE
LONDON, ENGLAND


“Hemlock?” said Control, standing up from his chair and crossing the office floor to gaze out of the window. “Are you sure that’s what she said?”

“As sure as I can be.”

The waters of the Thames were flat and calm, and Control watched as an old wooden yacht made its dignified way eastwards.

“I’m happy to leave this matter in your hands,” said Cooper. “I just wanted to make sure you were in possession of all the details. I’ve had a look in the database, and there’s nothing there that points to the word ‘hemlock’ having any special significance.”

“It’s impressive that you found a way to keep her being in Jordan from interfering with the job,” said Control, still facing the river. “Everyone is happy, by the way. The Jordanians aren’t even aware that anything happened, so the Foreign Office is especially pleased that there’s no diplomatic mess to clear up. Al Iraqi’s family buried him in the desert.”

Cooper stood. “Thank you, sir,” he said.

Control remained lost in thought. He didn’t speak for several minutes, until Cooper was reaching for the door.

“I may have another job for you. An unusual and complex one.” Control cleared his throat and turned around. “Before you get started in earnest, though, you’ll need to go to the National Archive at Kew to read up on the relevant background. This one goes back a long way.”

“What shall I tell them I’m looking for?”

“You’ll need to ask for a part-time archivist who only works there in the mornings. Her name is Margaret Kosminsky. Don’t ask for anyone else. Is that clear?”

“It is.”

“Tell her I sent you. She won’t believe you, so ask her to call me to confirm your identity and your task.”

“Why won’t she believe me, sir?”

“Because the Hemlock papers have been sealed for thirty years,” said Control. “For a very good reason indeed. But you’ll see that for yourself.”


CHARLIE COOPER WILL RETURN…


The adventure continues in HEMLOCK. Here’s a sneak peak at the first few pages…
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Christopher Wilmshurst shifted impatiently and glanced into the corner of his office where his secretary sat taking notes. She’d arranged this meeting with the two lawyers representing an Amsterdam-based firm of cloth merchants, and he made a mental note to remind her to be on the lookout for timewasters in future. After all, he was the newly appointed Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Business and Trade, a job title it was going to take some getting used to. He really didn’t have time to listen to a long story about the illustrious pedigree of a foreign firm looking to expand its textile production and sales operations into the UK.

He decided to bring things to a close.

“Gentlemen, if I may interrupt you there, I know that Betty here has to prepare some papers for a meeting I have in the Houses of Parliament very shortly, so perhaps we should bring this to a close for now. It’s been fascinating to hear about your business, and I am confident we can move forward with measures to expedite your expansion into the UK market.”

He gestured towards the door. The two lawyers nodded and smiled but made no move to rise from their chairs.

Christopher Wilmshurst decided to go one step further.

“Betty, if you could find these gentlemen’s coats and then see to my ten o’clock meeting.”

She closed her notepad and hurried out of the room, leaving the door open for the two lawyers to follow. Instead, one of them stood and closed the heavy oak door.

“Gentlemen, please,” said Wilmshurst, smiling uncertainly. “We can arrange a follow-up once things have progressed but I’m afraid we’re out of time for today.”

He’d expected that promotion to a position of this seniority would mean that his words carried greater authority, yet neither of these two men seemed to pay him the slightest bit of attention.

The second man, who had introduced himself as Thomas Smith, reached into his briefcase and took out a slender, bluff-coloured file, placing it on the table in front of the government minister.

“What’s this?” asked Wilmshurst.

“Have a look,” said Smith. He had barely spoken a word in the meeting up to this point but suddenly seemed to have assumed control.

Wilmshurst glanced across to see the other man standing across the doorway as though blocking it. He opened the file. Immediately the breath rushed from his lungs, and he felt sweat prick his forehead.

“You bastards,” he muttered. “You absolute bastards.”

It had been a moment of weakness on a business trip to Paris six months earlier. Wilmshurst had been in the throes of a long and painful divorce following his wife’s repeated infidelities. His children had left home and for the first time in a long while – perhaps the first time ever - he was asking himself what he really wanted from his life. A successful career, yes. He wanted to serve his political party and his country and be recognised for it. He wanted a certain level of material comfort: a nice house, summer holidays somewhere warm, a car that didn’t break down every week. But he also wanted to love and be loved, and he was tired of pretending that this meant he’d to put up with a wife who flaunted her disdain for him at every possible opportunity. He had known about the risks of exploring such things abroad, but he never thought Paris was dangerous territory, and he’d made sure that none of his colleagues were with him as he caught a taxi to a particular nightclub that he’d heard rumours about over the years.

“Who are you?” he demanded of the man sitting across from him. “French intelligence?”

He rifled through the pictures. There was perhaps a dozen, all professionally shot. He’d never seen the young man again, but he knew that when it came to politics and reputation, the contents of this file would be enough to end his career.

The man sitting opposite studied him impassively.

“No, not French,” he said finally. “You don’t need to worry that we are asking you to betray your country to a foreign power. We are as English as you are, and just as proud of it.”

“Who are you then?”

“Our names don’t matter. You may continue to call me Smith, if that helps. What matters is that we represent a party who is keen to establish a level of influence over this government’s trade policy, and we believe you are the right person to help us achieve this goal.”

“Damn you,” said Wilmshurst, unable to prevent his voice rising in anger. He didn’t care whether or not Betty heard him through the closed door. “I’m a man of honour. You’ve badly misjudged me if you think I am going to roll over for a cheap and nasty trick like this.”

“We don’t expect an answer now,” said the man calling himself Smith. He wore something close to a look of boredom on his thin, cruel face. “But I would advise you to reflect carefully before taking any hasty decisions and telling others of our proposal. It will make no difference to us. We have taken steps to ensure that we can’t be found, so the only victim will be you and your career. I have little doubt that your wife will also take the opportunity to instruct her lawyers to squeeze even more money from you in the divorce. As for your children, it may be hard for them to look at you in the same way.”

There was a noise at the door as someone in his outer office rattled the doorknob.

“Minister?” came Betty’s voice. “Is everything all right in there, Minister?”

Smith made a curt gesture with his left hand. His colleagues stepped aside to allow Betty to open the door.

“Your next meeting is starting shortly, Minister,” she said, looking nervously from her boss to his two visitors.

“We’re leaving,” said Smith, standing abruptly. He didn’t bother to extend a hand. Instead, he placed a business card on the table. “We’ll see you tomorrow evening for that discreet drink we discussed, Minister. The address and time are on the card.”

He took his coat from Betty.

“Please remember my advice, Minister,” he said. “It’s best to reflect on these things in private. We look forward to hearing your answer tomorrow.”

Wilmshurt sank back into his chair, thoughts crowding his head. He could see his entire life collapsing before his eyes. He would end up impoverished, divorced, unemployed and disgraced. His friends in Parliament would distance themselves from him, and the length of time between his children’s visits would grow longer and longer. He looked around at his wood-panelled office with its view of Nelson’s Column. It had taken him so long to get here, to reach the heights of junior minister. Could he really stand to lose it all?

“Minister, are you all right?” asked Betty.

He’d forgotten she was even there.

“Would you like a glass of water?”

“No, thank you, Betty,” he said, mustering a weak smile. “If you could just give me a few minutes.”

She closed the door softly.

Even as he felt sadness at the prospect of how his life could change, Christopher Wilmshurst experienced something else, something unexpected: a surge of defiance towards those two nameless men who had felt entitled to speak to him with such arrogance and disdain. The truth was that he’d felt liberated by what had happened in Paris, and he’d spent many an evening since then wondering if it would ever be possible to do something like that again. He had discovered who he really was, but he’d also learned that the knowledge was just another cage if he didn’t seize the opportunity to act on it.

Maybe this was the chance he’d dreamed of to remake his life. His children would come around. They might even prefer this new version of him.

He picked up the business card from the table. The address was a house somewhere in Chelsea. He slipped it into his pocket. He would go. Men like Smith and his colleague deserved to be told what kind of scum they were. He had a few contacts of his own. His best friend at school, Jonathan Timms, had joined the Police, working his way up to a mid-level role in Special Branch. Timms had now retired but he would be able to advise him.

If I have a recording device in my pocket, he thought, I can catch them red-handed. That’ll teach them. If I lose everything in the scandal, so be it. At least I’ll have stood up for myself.

Christopher Wilmshurst stood up and slipped his coat on. His mind was made up.

I’ll teach the bastards a lesson they won’t forget.
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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

Vultures

A global cryptocurrency scam has victims everywhere. Milton never wanted to get involved, but when he sees the damage that the scheme has caused and the lives that have been ruined, he finds himself pulled into a deadly game.

Buy Vultures

The Hanging Tree

When a quiet town’s secrets lead John Milton to a noose in the Appalachian hills, he must fight to survive—and bring a ruthless criminal empire to justice.

Buy The Hanging Tree


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

Collateral

In the glittering shadows of Dubai, Charlie Cooper is thrust into a deadly mission to protect a volatile CIA asset on the brink of exposure. As secrets unravel and loyalties blur, Cooper must outmanoeuvre spies, lies, and betrayal before everything explodes.

Buy Collateral

Leverage

He was sent to investigate an arms dealer—now he’s on the run for his murder. Framed, cut off, and marked for death, Charlie Cooper must uncover the truth before he becomes the next target.

Buy Leverage

Burnout

When a whistleblower leaks top-secret intelligence, Charlie Cooper is sent to a remote Greek island to uncover the truth. But as the bodies start to fall and the lies pile up, Cooper must navigate a deadly maze of deception to find the source—and make it out alive.

Buy Burnout


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

The Inheritance

When a prominent landowner goes missing, private investigator Atticus Priest is drawn into a web of secrets that stretch from the rolling fields of Wiltshire to the darkest corners of the past.

Buy The Inheritance
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Mark Dawson is the author of the John Milton, Beatrix and Isabella Rose and Atticus Priest series.
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