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      The first security camera stopped working, and Hassan blamed it on the snowstorm.

      The weather had taken a turn for the worse late in the afternoon, the blizzard swirling in one vast cloud around the mountain before it dropped in an instant and buried the village under a solid foot of snow. More—much more—was said to be on the way. Hassan looked out of his chalet window, craning to see the stretch of ground that was covered by the malfunctioning camera. Nothing was amiss. The only sound that he could hear was the distant crunch of car tyres somewhere up the mountain track. Villagers returning home, he thought. They knew that the only thing to do in weather like this was close the shutters, light the fire, and wait it out.

      Hassan tried to relax. There’s a reason I came here, he reminded himself. You wanted the kind of place where you could slide under the surface and work in peace and quiet and safety. He had researched it carefully and had settled upon this small village in the Bernese Alps with a population of fewer than two hundred. He’d tried to hide in cities before, but every stranger on the street who looked at him the wrong way made him break out in a cold sweat. He couldn’t pass a dark alleyway without wondering if an agent of the mukhābarāt lurked in the shadows. He had tried Paris and then Zurich, but neither had worked. He remembered his time in the 13th arrondissement when, unable to sleep—which was most nights—he’d sit by his window and write down the licence plate of every car that drove past.

      It was no way to live.

      He went over to the table and checked his laptop. He frowned: a second camera had gone down. He should’ve been worried, but there was a rational explanation for what was happening: the cameras were intended for use only in temperatures above minus twenty degrees centigrade, and it was due to dip down below that tonight. He’d prepared himself for the likelihood that they would all go on the blink, but it didn’t mean that he wasn’t annoyed with himself for his parsimony. Another five hundred francs would’ve bought cameras that worked regardless of how cold it got and, he told himself with a rueful shake of the head, this was Switzerland, after all. Cold was hardly unexpected.

      At least his chalet was warm. The thermostat hadn’t moved from twenty-one degrees in the month that he’d been there. He looked out of the window again and saw the deserted road glowing a ghostly white. He closed the curtains and went back to his laptop. Aisha had asked him to edit the film to include new footage that would highlight the regime’s most recent suppression of women’s rights, but he just couldn’t settle. He had a folder on his desktop that contained a collection of crime scene photographs showing what had happened to other members of the team who had challenged the status quo. It was like a scab, he knew he shouldn’t open it, but he couldn’t stop himself from double-clicking. Thumbnails of the images popped up: Abdallah, strangled in a Parisian park, his tongue cut out and left on his chest; Fatima, her body burned by acid in a Munich bathtub; Hany, his cousin, chopped into so many pieces that even his own mother couldn’t identify him.

      He closed them down, sickened and upset with himself for looking when he knew that he shouldn’t have. They made him nervous, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to work until he had checked the chalet again. He was thorough, looking under the beds and in the wardrobes, rattling the windows to make sure the locks were secure.

      It was fine.

      I’m safe here.

      Calm down.

      One of the things that had drawn him to Switzerland was that it was so different from Saudi Arabia. There were similarities—both were rich and secretive countries—but the Swiss went out of their way to avoid conflict. The country was old, solid and dependable. Bad things didn’t happen here.

      Hassan was watching the feed from the last camera when it, too, flickered and winked off. He knew it was stupid, but he still felt sick with nerves. He doubted that he would be able to sleep, but that wasn’t unusual; he couldn’t remember the last time he had got a solid eight hours without waking up in a cold sweat, images of what had happened to his friends fresh in his mind.

      He needed something to distract him, so he put on his headphones and listened to the songs his mother had sung to him when he was a little boy, songs by Umm Kulthum, by Fayrouz, by Asmahan. The music reminded him of a question he had asked his mother: Why are there no famous female singers from Saudi? She’d explain that some people didn’t believe it was right for a woman to sing in public. He’d known, even then, that that was wrong. “Don’t let it upset you,” she’d whisper. “You’re the only audience I need.”

      Hassan relaxed and let the music wash over him.

      He opened his copy of Final Cut and selected the most up-to-date edit of the film. Aisha was due to attend its premiere at a conference in Cairo next month, and there were still a ton of things that needed to be done. Some of the edits were a little rough and ready, and they’d been using a temporary soundtrack while they waited for the clearances for the music that they wanted to use. Their lawyer in London had arranged those now, so the music could be added. Aisha had asked him how long it would take, and he had said he’d need a day. She had emailed again an hour later and told him that she wanted to include interviews with the women who were facing jail for doing things that had upset the regime: thirty years for the woman who had followed and retweeted activists on Twitter; fifteen years for the woman who had posted an ‘immoral’ video on Instagram inviting a female friend to come to her apartment because she was lonely; six years for the activist who had created viral videos demanding equality for men and women.

      He found the spot where Aisha had suggested they include the videos, and pondered the best way to cut them.

      And then he stopped.

      Something was different.

      There was a draught that hadn’t been there before.

      He looked over at the thermostat. It had dropped to twenty. He tried to think through possible reasons. A drop in temperature outside? A sudden icy gust of wind? Was the thermostat broken, just like the cameras?

      None of those reasons made much sense.

      Perhaps a window was open somewhere in the chalet.

      He took off his headphones, stood up, took a step backwards. His pulse quickened. He looked down at the laptop and wondered if he needed to wipe it. It would take five seconds to type in the kill code, and that would be that; the drive would be wiped, destroying all trace of Aisha, the film, and all the evidence that would otherwise put his life in danger.

      A tall, powerfully built man dressed in black stepped out of the shadows. Hassan couldn’t look away.

      The man looked at him with a blank and expressionless face. “Where is she?”

      Hassan swallowed. “I don’t know.”

      He smiled. “Come on, Hassan. You do. I know you do.”

      “She doesn’t tell me. She knows it wouldn’t be safe.”

      “You are a bad liar, Hassan. I’d ask you again, but how could I trust you to tell me the truth? You’ve dragged me halfway around the world to somewhere cold and damp, and now I’m in a foul mood.” He smiled again. “And, anyway, it wouldn’t matter what you said. We’d have to be sure that you were telling the truth even if you did try to cooperate. Doctor?”

      There was movement behind Hassan, and another man in black stepped out of the darkness. He was in his fifties, with a paunch. He carried a leather bag.

      “Please,” Hassan said.

      The man stepped towards Hassan.

      The doctor gestured to the television. “We will need noise,” he said.
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      Despite the glow generated by a city of twenty million people, the blue-black sky above Cairo was studded with stars. Charlie Cooper looked up from his hiding place on the flat roof of a six-storey apartment block just off the King Faisal road. He picked out Ursa Major, Cassiopeia and Centaurus and recalled a chapter in a textbook from his school days about the way that the ancient Egyptians would orient their pyramids and temples towards the north; they believed that, after death, their pharaohs would become stars in the northern sky.

      He checked the small screen in the palm of his hand and made an adjustment to the miniature camera dangling twenty feet below the edge of the rooftop. All he could do was wait. The camera had a good view of the bedroom two floors down, but the dim lighting inside had made it hard for him to get a perfect picture of the man’s face. The rest of the sorry scene had been as clear as day: the prostitute, the bottle of whisky, the rails of cocaine, everything. It wasn’t enough. Control had insisted on evidence that would withstand the toughest of scrutiny, and he was a rigorous taskmaster and a man it was unwise to displease.

      The target—a US senator called Hedger who had built his career on a platform emphasising his staunch support for family values—sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, his stomach spilling over his groin. The man heard a noise and looked up, his face momentarily illuminated by the red neon that streamed through the window.

      Cooper checked that the camera had recorded everything he needed, saw that it had, and nodded in satisfaction.

      Job done.

      Time to go.

      He pulled the camera back up to the roof and packed away his equipment. He stayed low and moved deftly, with care.

      Hedger was a senior politician and, as such, came under the protective ambit of 18 US Code §3056, which allowed the American president to assign a Secret Service detail to official representatives of the government when they were performing special missions abroad. Egypt offered a challenging security environment, and Hedger had travelled here with a three-person team. Cooper had researched them all: a former Marine who was a little too friendly with local women once his principal was tucked up in bed; a woman who had joined straight after medical school and who was on her first foreign posting; a man who had done good work in the Chicago Police Department.

      Missions like this one made him feel grubby, but they were important and formed a steady diet for any Group Fifteen agent. Operational intelligence—OPINT—gave the security services the edge over their enemies. OPINT was more valuable as a currency than dollars or sterling. It could tell you where your enemy was going to be at a certain time, or where they were most vulnerable. Used the right way and at the right time, it could dismantle criminal networks. It could topple governments.

      It could act as insurance in case, one day, your friend became your enemy.

      Cooper had gathered enough experience in the short time he had been working for Control to know that his boss was a realist. He always spoke the unvarnished truth, and there were none of the platitudes and clichés that politicians and civil servants used. That simple, ruthless, cold-eyed clarity was what Cooper had needed. One of the reasons that had led to his disillusion with his previous life as an MI6 spook was the way that everyone took the facts and twisted them to suit the narrative they were trying to sell. He’d often found it impossible to know where he stood.

      Things were completely different in the Group. Control saw through to the hard kernel of a situation in seconds and, weighing the facts, made his decisions instinctively. His proclamations were not always what Cooper wanted to hear, but he could at least be sure that they were based on experience, judgement and a ruthless determination to protect his country.

      That was attractive, and so was the carte blanche to break the law in the most egregious ways possible if it was deemed necessary. He could take action now, whereas before it had sometimes felt as if he had loaded the weapon only for someone else to tell him not to use it. That had been frustrating, to say the least. More than that, however, at the end of his career, it had been infuriating.

      Cooper scanned the rooftop one last time to check he hadn’t left anything behind. He looked to his north and the carpet of sparkling city lights that stretched all the way to the pyramids. He turned south and looked out at the rest of Cairo, the largest city in the Arab world. Even at this late hour the city was wide awake and humming with energy.

      The mechanical room that served the elevators was in the middle of the roof, and Cooper crossed over to it. He opened the door and went through, closed it quietly behind him, and started down the stairs. Noise from the bar on the ground floor rose to greet him. Cooper had spent an hour there earlier, rubbing shoulders with more than a dozen other delegates from the conference he was attending. It was hardly surprising there were so many men there; the bar was known as the best—and safest—place in town to buy sex, chiefly thanks to the bribes paid by the manager to the local police. Cooper had joined a group of raucous Germans and Austrians and had bought several rounds in order to ingratiate himself with them. The cover they provided allowed him to observe Hedger from a distance and further assess the capabilities of his detail. The senator was evidently taken by the charms of a dark-skinned woman in a wispy dress that accentuated her ample charms, and with a word to the lead agent, he had made his way upstairs to his bedroom.

      Cooper had been doing this long enough to have become inured to the hypocrisy he saw in his targets. Delegates devoted to issues of world poverty and child exploitation spending hundreds of dollars of government money on lavish dinners? Environmental activists who hitched lifts in the Gulfstreams of the oil barons they professed to loathe? The family-values politicians who cheated on their wives? It was grim and dirty and would have been depressing if he had allowed himself to dwell on it, but it was the way the world worked.
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      Hedger was staying in the Four Seasons, while Cooper had a room in the InterContinental, the hotel hosting the conference. It was a cool night, and the smell of dust was in the air. Cairo’s notorious khamaseen winds were due to pick up, and they would carry with them enough Saharan sand to turn the air red. Cooper had been in the city three years ago when they had hit, and he had witnessed everything come to a near standstill, with flights cancelled and offices closed. The word khamaseen meant fifty, referring to the fifty days of spring in which the storms typically occurred, and now everyone was speculating about the time of the storm’s arrival. The forecasters on the radio and television were one thing, but Cooper knew to trust the instincts of local residents over everything else, and he had noticed the closed shutters and taped-shut windows of the buildings he passed.

      Cooper had memorised a route that would take him back to the InterContinental. He was almost certain he was black, but couldn’t be sure. Because of that and his innate caution, he made sure to maintain his weaving, drunken gait. Seven years in MI6 and twelve months in Group Fifteen had taught him the importance of living your cover even when you thought you were alone.

      He walked through the crowds, ignoring the taxi drivers who fancied they saw a gullible foreign tourist and swerved across lanes to pull alongside and beep their horns. He turned into a side street that was deserted apart from a pack of stray dogs. They looked up at him with lazy interest before going back to the plastic bag of food waste that they had torn open. Cooper stopped at the large dumpster that had provided the dogs with their dinner, opened his bag and took out the camera. He removed the memory card, pressed it into a slit in his wallet that was hidden by one of his credit cards, and then dropped the camera in the dumpster. He straightened his tie and smoothed down his shirt, taking out his phone and using the camera to check his appearance.

      He carried on, joining the main road and continuing along it until he looked ahead and saw a clutch of bawabs, the doormen who stood guard outside the apartment blocks of the wealthier Cairenes. They wore long robes known as galabiyyas that indicated they came from Upper Egypt, up near the border with Sudan. Cooper knew from an Egyptian government source he had run many years before that many of the bawabs were in the pay of the security forces, the mukhābarāt—agents tasked with maintaining a close watch for signs of political dissent or criminality. He lowered his gaze and walked on.

      He walked on for another ten minutes before turning the final corner that led to the hotel. It was ringed with Egyptian police and security personnel. The conference had drawn hundreds of international diplomats, businessmen and lobbyists to Cairo, and the local authorities were keen to show the world they could run a safe and secure event even in a region that had long been scarred by conflict and terrorism.

      Cooper approached the cordon. He had gone through this process numerous times and knew what to expect. Sometimes they waved him through without a word; other times they looked in his bag and questioned him. A young man in a dark suit stepped in front of him. Cooper smiled as he assessed his interlocutor: the type of weapon beneath the jacket, the quality of the shirt, the ease of the man’s English. It was obvious that he was not a police officer but, rather, a member of the mukhābarāt.

      “Good evening, sir. Your conference ID and passport, please.”

      Cooper handed them over.

      “Out for a walk?”

      “Had a drink with some colleagues at the Four Seasons. I say ‘a’ drink,” he added with a drunken chuckle. “Might have been more than that. A few too many.”

      The man held out a hand for Cooper’s bag. Cooper handed it over and waited as he rummaged through it, finding only a guidebook, a street map and a bottle of water.

      “Which delegation are you with, Mr. Ambrose?”

      Cooper had used hundreds of cover stories over the years. Some were disposable, created on the spot to allow him access to a private members’ club or to get him backstage at a VIP event. Others were more rigorously backstopped, with supporting documents from the forgers of Group Eight to prove that he was who he was claiming to be. The cover that Cooper operated under these days was the most thorough he had ever developed. He was William Ambrose, a political negotiator who was dispatched as part of British delegations to attend international conferences around the world. The past six months had seen him in Qatar to discuss transnational migration, Buenos Aires to argue over the demarcation of shipping lines, and Hong Kong to hear proposals to settle water disputes. That a prominent individual had been found dead in each of those places at the time Cooper was there was just a coincidence; no single authority had oversight of all three deaths and, because of that, it had gone unnoticed.

      And, anyway, a man like Cooper would have been the last person anyone would suspect even if the connection had been made. His colleagues would have described him as solid and dependable, if a little dull. He had brown hair and thick-rimmed glasses and was good-looking in an unobtrusive sort of way. He had an athletic physique that he attributed to good genes and the occasional weekend run, although it was usually hidden beneath ill-fitting suits. He was always on time and never complained, was able to master new material with surprising alacrity, and always stayed on top of his brief. He often had his nose in a book, and his frequent glasses of expensive French wine seemed to be his only vice. While others might jostle for the limelight, Cooper was content to remain at the back of the room. He was a team player, through and through, and in a world of grey men, none came greyer than him.

      The agent looked from his papers to his face and back to his papers again. “Which areas do you cover, sir?”

      Cooper knew that the secret policeman in front of him was straying beyond his remit. His job was security, but it was understandable that the security service would want to exploit the opportunity presented to them by hosting hundreds of foreign politicians and delegates. They would be trying to pick up useful intelligence wherever they could.

      “Trade, mostly.” Cooper pushed his glasses up his nose. “International agreements, particularly the contractual elements, focusing mostly on fixed prices and cost reimbursements.” He slurred his words a little. “I’m afraid it’s very dull.”

      The man handed the papers back; it seemed that Cooper had bored the suspicion right out of him.

      “Thank you, sir. Have a good evening.”
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      The call to prayer sounded from a distant minaret. Cooper pushed the revolving door and entered the hotel’s lobby, its polished marble floor glittering with the reflection from the chandelier that hung from the ceiling. He was tired to his bones and looking forward to getting back to his room. Two other members of the British delegation spotted him and waved, inviting him to join them for a drink; he shook his head and pointed at the lifts with a shrug and an apologetic smile.

      The lift doors started to close. Cooper quickened his pace, not wanting to get stuck with so many delegates still around. He slipped between the doors, which jerked open, and pressed the button for the fifth floor. The doors started to close again before Cooper noticed three men striding purposefully towards him. The man in front—well over six feet and powerfully built—held the doors so that they could join Cooper inside.

      “Good evening,” Cooper said, slurring his words just enough.

      The youngest of the three stared at him, and Cooper overcame the temptation to stare back. He was just a delegate, after all, someone happy to argue over numbers in a report but definitely not happy to eyeball strangers in lifts. He looked down, backed into the corner, and used the mirrored wall to study the newcomers without them noticing. The one who seemed to be in charge—the big one—was dressed in a simple black suit and white shirt. His hair was cut short, and a fulsome beard covered the bottom half of his face. Cooper could see scarring behind the man’s ears that suggested plastic surgery, and a breadth to his shoulders that indicated power and strength. The second man was similarly athletic, although leaner, perhaps ten years younger and clean-shaven. The third man was the eldest of the three, between fifty-five and sixty, with thinning hair and a paunch and carrying a soft leather case of the sort often used by doctors.

      Cooper found his attention returning to the big man.

      He felt anxious and didn’t know why.

      There was something about him that was familiar.

      The lift climbed past the second floor. Someone’s phone buzzed with an incoming message; the big man reached into his pocket and took out his device, tapping the screen and dragging his finger to scroll through a message.

      “We need to go back out.”

      He spoke in Arabic with a distinctive Saudi accent. The younger man muttered something under his breath.

      The big man frowned. “What?”

      “Are you serious? We’ve been on the street all day.”

      “And?”

      “What is it now? Another lead?” The younger man’s shoulders slumped. “They’re hopeless. They’re just guessing.”

      The man turned his head and indicated Cooper with a little nod of his head. “Shall we talk about that later?”

      The turn and nod revealed the other side of the man’s face for the first time, and Cooper swallowed on a throat that had suddenly gone dry.

      They reached the fifth floor, and the lift came to a stop.

      “This is me,” Cooper said.

      The men ignored him. The big man pressed the button for the ground floor.

      “Excuse me,” Cooper said, blocked in behind them.

      The younger man put out a hand and blocked the doors. “I need a piss. I’ll see you in the lobby.”

      The big man muttered a curse. “Hurry.”

      The younger man got out, leaving his two colleagues behind.

      Cooper cleared his throat. “Excuse me.”

      The big man didn’t move, and Cooper had to squeeze around him before the doors closed and the lift descended. He waited a moment and then set off in the same direction as the Saudi. The man was ten paces ahead of him and walking quickly. Cooper watched him stop at a room, open the door and go inside. Cooper continued past the door, turned a corner and waited. He stayed there for a minute and then a second minute. He heard the door open again, and as Cooper looked back around the corner, he saw the man heading back to the elevators.

      Cooper turned around the corner and jogged back to the door. It was controlled by a soft-close mechanism that prevented it from slamming, and that gave him just enough time to put out a hand and stop it. He waited a beat to ensure that the man wasn’t coming back and, hearing and seeing nothing, pushed the door and went inside.
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      Cooper had recognised the big man the moment he turned his head.

      His name was Omar Adel Aziz, and he had killed an agent whom Cooper had been running while he had worked for MI6 in Saudi Arabia. Aziz was notorious for his monstrous brutality, and there had been moments when Cooper had been close to landing new recruits, and they had backed away simply on the basis of what Aziz might do to them if they were found out and he came calling.

      Cooper didn’t have Control’s authorisation for what he was doing and knew that the risk he was taking now could jeopardise the operation against Hedger. But he recognised an opportunity when he saw one, and this one was gold-plated. As much as Control expected obedience from his agents, he knew that what made them exceptional was their initiative.

      Aziz was an important Saudi agent, and Control would want to know what he was doing here.

      Cooper took out his phone, switched on the flashlight, and shone it around the room. It had the same layout as his: a bathroom to the left and then the bedroom with a door leading to a narrow balcony outside. He went to the wardrobe and opened it, his flashlight revealing a dark suit and a spare shirt. Running shoes and gym gear were folded in one of the drawers. The Saudi hadn’t bothered to use the hotel safe, most likely because he knew how easily they could be accessed. Cooper found a small suitcase pushed under the bed and opened it; it was empty apart from a Saudi newspaper that was dated three days earlier and a bundle of dirty laundry. He opened the minibar and saw the same selection of bottles that was available in his room. He saw that the man had taken—and presumably consumed—two of the whisky miniatures. There was a laptop on the bureau, the lid closed and the device powered down. The vanity in the bathroom had a simple range of toiletries that looked as if they might have been purchased from the airport.

      All very normal.

      All very boring.

      Cooper knew he should leave, but something gave him pause. If he was right and the man was part of a team with Aziz, then it was reasonable to assume that he would be concerned about his security and careful not to leave anything incriminating for others to find.

      If there had ever been anything here, it had since been cleaned away.

      But there was one place that people—even professionals—sometimes forgot.

      Cooper went back to the wardrobe. He checked the trouser pockets of the suit. Nothing. But when he slipped his hand into the inside jacket pocket, he felt a folded piece of paper. He took it out and examined it with his flashlight and saw a photograph had been printed on it. It was of the kind used on ID cards and passports and showed a young woman in her early twenties; she was wearing a headscarf and looking into the camera.

      Who was she?

      And why did a Saudi hitter have a picture of her?

      He looked over at the laptop and decided that he had no choice. It might have been a coincidence that he and Aziz had shared an elevator at the same time, but providence had presented him with an opportunity that he knew he wouldn’t—couldn’t—ignore.

      He went over to the bureau, unplugged the laptop, and put it under his arm.

      He started back to the door, but the lock buzzed before he could get there.
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      Cooper had just enough time to step into the bathroom and hide behind the door. He pressed himself against the wall, trying to parse the sounds from the bedroom. He heard footsteps, the electronic chime of a phone as it was switched on, and then a series of bleeps as buttons were pressed.

      “Hello? I know it’s late—I wanted to talk to you. I miss you. What are you doing?”

      Cooper had spent a year under diplomatic cover in Riyadh and spoke Arabic—among many other languages—fluently. This sounded like a call to a girlfriend or wife.

      “Can’t you talk for five minutes? I’m at the end of my rope here. Why? Because we shouldn’t be here. This has been—and, before you say anything, I’m not exaggerating—the biggest waste of time ever. I just want to come home.”

      There was a pause.

      “You know I can’t tell you that. I know, I know… We’re looking for someone—that’s as much as I can say. The boss is convinced that she’s here, but it’s just been one false lead after another. Someone says that they know where she is, we go and check, she isn’t there, we come back, and then we do it all again. Tonight was the perfect example. I’ve been out all day. All day. All I wanted was to come back and shower and watch TV, but we’re coming up in the lift, and he gets a message from home. They say there’s been a sighting. The boss’s ears prick up, and off we go, back outside again. At least this time he got a call back to say it was crossed wires and it’s not her—he would’ve had us driving over to the other side of this fucking dump otherwise.”

      Cooper stayed as still as he could, listening to the conversation while trying to think of a way he could get out of the room without a struggle. He carefully laid the laptop down next to the sink so that his hands were free.

      “And you know what makes it worse? There’s going to be a sandstorm tomorrow or the day after. A big one. This place is already awful enough as it is—I don’t even want to think about what it’ll be like when there’s so much sand in the air that you can’t breathe. Did you know you can suffocate in a sandstorm? I’m serious—you can. It was on the TV. It gets in your lungs, and you choke. There was someone I knew when I was a kid who got lost when we were climbing Khawr um Wual, and that’s how they said he died. Choked on the sand. If he wants us to go out looking around in that, he can go and fuck himself.” There was a pause, and Cooper could hear footsteps as the man paced the room. “Listen—don’t go to sleep yet. Can I call you back in a bit? I need a shower. I absolutely stink.”

      Cooper froze. The footsteps drew nearer, and he heard the sound of something soft falling to the floor. The man was taking off his clothes. The light flicked on, and the fan above the shower started to whirr.

      The man was about to come into the bathroom.

      Cooper waited until he was certain the man was behind the door and then shoved it as hard as he could. It caught the man’s shoulder with enough momentum to send him back into the corridor, and that was all that Cooper needed. He burst out of the bathroom and swung an elbow that caught the man on the side of his head, putting him down. He was naked, his clothes lying where he’d dropped them on the carpet, and he regained his feet and shuffled back as Cooper closed. Cooper launched a punch, but with surprising speed the man ducked underneath his swing and tried to sweep his legs. The impact knocked Cooper off balance, but he was able to brace himself against the frame of the door to keep from falling. The man kicked up with his other foot, his heel driving into Cooper’s gut and winding him. Cooper gasped for breath but was unable to stop the man from lunging forward and tackling him around the waist, sending both of them backwards into the bathroom. The backs of Cooper’s knees buckled over the edge of the tub, and as he grabbed the man’s shoulders to bring him down too, they both fell into it.

      The man was taller and heavier than Cooper, but close-quarters combat like this relied more on speed and technique, and Cooper had both in abundance. He felt a palm shoved into his nose and then a glancing blow to the temple. The man delivered a short jab to Cooper’s neck, but Cooper fended him off, waiting, letting him think that he had him at a disadvantage. The Saudi took the bait and raised his arm high, looking to plunge his fist down into Cooper’s throat. It might have crushed his larynx and choked him if it had landed, but Cooper anticipated it and pivoted into the gap created by the man’s raised arm. The Saudi punched down and missed as Cooper slithered around so that he was on the man’s back and in a position to wrap his right arm around his neck.

      It was all over from that point. The man thrashed like a fish on a line, jerking his legs and clawing at Cooper’s arm, and then tried to get free by pushing from one side of the tub to the other. Neither worked, so he tried to stand; Cooper wrapped his legs around the Saudi’s and locked his ankles, sealing the hold. He managed to get his left hand up to his right wrist and grasped it, adding more torque to the choke.

      Cooper felt the man’s strength draining, and then he went limp.

      He held the choke for another thirty seconds until he was sure that the man was dead, then released it and slid out from underneath his body.

      He climbed out and surveyed the scene. There was no damage to the room, but the man’s throat was already purple with an incipient bruise.

      They had made a lot of noise. He had no idea whether the rooms on either side were occupied, but he had to assume that they were and that hotel security would soon be on their way.

      He took a whisky miniature from the fridge, poured some of it on the man’s chest and the rest down his throat. He hauled the naked body out of the tub and then dragged it across the bathroom to the door. He went outside and picked up his trousers, sliding the leather belt out of the loops and fashioning a noose that he draped around the man’s neck. He tied the other end to the doorknob and then tightened it so that it was taut.

      It wasn’t ideal, but it would do. He just needed to muddy the waters.

      It wouldn’t fool Aziz. He would know what had happened, and Cooper was going to have to tread very carefully from now on if he wanted to avoid the same fate.

      He went to the pile of clothes that the man had left on the floor and went through the pockets. He found a small handgun and holster and, remembering that he hadn’t been provided with a weapon, decided that he should take it along with the computer.

      He retrieved the laptop from the bathroom, stepped over the man’s body, and after checking the corridor was empty through the fisheye in the door, he left the room.
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      Cooper closed the door to his hotel room, stepped into the bathroom, turned on the shower, and undressed. He stood before the mirror and looked at his reflection: bruises had already started to form on his torso where the man had struck him, but none of them were in places where it would be difficult to cover them up. He stepped under the hot water and scrubbed himself clean of the sand and the grit that had stuck to his sweat throughout the day. When he was finished, he dried himself, put on the hotel’s complimentary bathrobe, and put his suit and shirt in one of the bags that were provided for dry cleaning. He filled out the card with what he wanted done and attached it to the bag to be collected by housekeeping the following morning.

      He plugged in the laptop, opened the lid, and pressed the button to power it up. The drive booted, but the screen was locked, and a password would be needed to continue. He powered it down again, unplugged it, and slid it underneath the bed.

      He dressed in a clean T-shirt and jeans and collected his cellphone, then took his jacket and rode the elevator to the ground floor. There was a twenty-four-hour concession in the lobby, and he bought a packet of cigarettes and a box of matches and went to the nearest bellhop.

      “Where’s the best place to have a smoke?”

      The man pointed into the gardens. “Anywhere down there,” he said.

      Cooper thanked him and went outside and found a spot where he could be more confident that he would not be overheard. There was a good chance that the Egyptians had bugged the rooms of the delegates in the hope that someone might spill something useful, and he couldn’t take the chance that his room might be included; the discussion he needed to have tonight would have raised flags all the way to the very top of the Ministry of the Interior if it were eavesdropped.

      He sat down on a quiet bench, took out a cigarette, and lit it. He woke his phone and tapped out a number that he had memorised, although he hadn’t expected that he would need to use it.

      “Global Logistics—how can I direct your call?”

      “I’ve got a problem with a contract. I need to speak to dispatch.”

      “Who shall I say is calling?”

      “It’s William Ambrose.”

      “Hold the line.”

      There was no prevarication. The form of words was precise, and the operator knew what they meant and that the code would only have been used in the gravest of situations. Cooper listened to the clicks and beeps and buzzes as the call was routed and rerouted to an encrypted line.

      Control sounded the same whether you spoke to him at midday or midnight. “Confirm call secure. Status, Number Eleven?”

      “Evening, sir. Status is green. I’ve got what I came here to get.”

      Cooper ran through the events of the evening in plain and precise language. He described how he had located Hedger and then the nature of the photographs that he had obtained.

      “Then I’m confused, Eleven. It’s late—why are you using an alert?”

      “I was returning to my room when I believed I saw a Saudi agent—Omar Adel Aziz.”

      There was a pause. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “He murdered an agent I was running in Riyadh before I transferred to the Group. He didn’t make any attempt to hide the fact that it was him. There were CCTV cameras when he took him, and he didn’t care. He was proud of it. He wanted us to know.”

      “That sounds like him,” Control said.

      “You know him?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Was he alone?”

      “With two other men. It was obvious that they were there on business, and I took the decision to find out what that business was. I was able to search one of their rooms to see whether there was anything that might be useful.”

      “Was there?”

      “A laptop.”

      “You have it?”

      “Yes, but I’m afraid that’s not all. It initially looked like the room would be empty for some time, but the man came back while I was still inside. There was a struggle. And… well, sir, I’m afraid he’s dead.”

      There was a pause. Cooper had enough experience of Control to know that an angry flare-up was possible, but, to his surprise, it didn’t come. “How have you left it?”

      “I’ve given them enough to think that it might have been suicide. Won’t stand up to much scrutiny, but it’ll give them an excuse if they need it.”

      “The laptop—have you been able to get into it?”

      “No, sir. I tried, but it’s locked.”

      “Were you seen?”

      “No, sir. I was careful.”

      “CCTV?”

      “I don’t believe so.”

      “Forensics?”

      “Some. I didn’t have gloves with me.”

      Control took a moment, and Cooper knew well enough that there was no sense or profit in interrupting him while he thought. “Send the OPINT on Hedger via the secure pathway. When you’ve done that, wipe everything that might point back to what you were there to do. Everything. You’ve taken a chance, and we have to prepare for the worst. It’s not impossible that you’ll be arrested, and if that happens, I want you to be completely clean. Is that understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “You’re deniable, too. There’ll be no backup.”

      “I knew that when I signed up, sir.”

      “Good. Stay at the hotel until the conference finishes. Leaving early will be suspicious. Stay there and wait. I’ll send someone from Group Two to get into the computer.”

      “Understood.”

      “Be careful, Eleven. Aziz is dangerous. Don’t underestimate him.”

      “I know, sir. I won’t. Thank you.”

      There was no response. The line had gone dead.
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      Cooper went back to his room, but he couldn’t sleep.

      Omar Adel Aziz.

      The name alone triggered memories.

      Two years earlier, Cooper had been posted to the British embassy in Riyadh under the cover of a junior diplomat in the trade attaché’s office. He’d spent his days helping British companies navigate a path through Saudi bureaucracy and hosting delegations of businessmen visiting the Kingdom; his evenings were spent at diplomatic parties and receptions. He learned to make small talk about the strengths of British car manufacturing and the benefits of buying British pharmaceuticals. He was just another young, industrious diplomat building a career in Her Majesty’s Foreign and Commonwealth Office.

      His real work had started once his official tasks were done. It was a punishing schedule, one in which Cooper would leave his apartment in the diplomatic quarter after dark, slip past the guards, and conduct long dry-cleaning runs before RV-ing with the Saudi agents he was running. They would meet in car parks or lay-bys for snatched conversations in which the agents delivered the intelligence they had obtained since the last meeting. Some of them were in the oil business, others from well-connected families. One elderly man was a minor Saudi royal, angry at having been sidelined by his more successful brothers. Cooper would return from the meetings exhausted but exhilarated and spend an hour writing up reports that were encrypted and sent back to MI6 HQ in Vauxhall. Sleep was variable; sometimes there was just time for an hour or two before it all started again.

      Saudi Arabia was a fascinating and frustrating place to work as a spy. It was fascinating because the Kingdom was such an important regional player, with individuals and factions engaged in overt and covert efforts to destabilise other countries, particularly through support for Sunni terrorists; it was frustrating because the culture was famously impenetrable to outsiders and sensitive to external interference. The only way to steal its secrets was through well-placed, resourceful and brave—or greedy—locals who were willing to work for MI6.

      Cooper had a book of half a dozen agents, and, of all of them, none was braver than Habib. He was a young Saudi man in his mid-twenties who stood to inherit his family’s construction business, an organisation that enjoyed strong links to the government. Cooper had met him when Habib was living in London, enjoying what he called his ‘last gasp of freedom’ before returning to Riyadh to marry, have lots of children, and take over the business.

      Like many recruitments, it had started as a friendship. Cooper had been given a file on Habib and saw that he was dynamic and well connected and possibly disenchanted with his government after his mother had been punished for seeking autonomy from her husband. Cooper engineered a meeting, and the two men hit it off at once. Cooper arranged nights at some of the best clubs in town—Boujis, Raffles and Annabel’s—and then exclusive tickets to sold-out events that would have been impossible for those without government connections. They spent hours together, drinking treasure chests at Mahiki and vintage champagne while watching world title fights at Wembley. Cooper moved things along with a delicate hand, eventually nudging their conversations towards politics; he knew that Habib had a reformist streak running through him, and he built up enough trust between them for the Saudi to feel safe enough to discuss it.

      The file had been right: it had all started with the way his mother had been treated. He wanted the clerics to have less power and to see a reformed country that respected its women. Cooper judged the moment to drop cover perfectly; Habib had revealed enough about himself that Cooper had been confident that the answer to the million-pound question—will you work with me?—would be positive, and he was right. Habib jumped at the chance.

      He had been incredibly productive as an agent and provided a stream of high-grade reports that turned the heads of Cooper’s bosses in London. They’d never had an agent with his raw ability and natural access to the corridors of power. The intelligence he sent allowed the government to gain the upper hand in negotiations and to anticipate the positions that would be taken by partners who were usually incredibly difficult to predict.

      It had looked set to continue as a gold-plated relationship until, one day, with no explanation, it stopped.

      Cooper drove out to rendezvous with Habib at their meeting place on the desert road outside of the city. He waited for three hours, until just before the rising sun painted the dunes in pink, but Habib didn’t come. He had never missed an appointment before—he had never even been late—and Cooper knew that something was wrong. It took a month for the truth to emerge. The NSA reported on a conversation between two senior Saudi intelligence officials in which Habib’s fate had been discussed: he had been arrested for espionage and dropped into a prison for enemies of the state. The man who had investigated and captured Habib was named Omar Adel Aziz.

      Cooper pored over every single detail of their last few meetings for fear that he might have made the mistake that had cost Habib his liberty. He felt personally responsible for his source’s well-being and safety and was sick with worry that a lapse on his part had led to his arrest. The second NSA report revealed the truth: the mukhābarāt had broken into Cooper’s apartment and had compromised the encryption techniques he used on his reports. They had been able to read everything from that moment on and had identified Habib. There had been an internal investigation into the breach, and it had concluded that it was the fault of embassy security, and not Cooper, that had led to the failure.

      Cooper wouldn’t accept absolution, however, and blamed himself. He should have been more careful. He should have noticed that they had broken in.

      The assignment of blame didn’t make a jot of difference to Habib, of course. His fate had been sealed the moment the reports were read, and was confirmed just a few weeks later. There had been no trial, nor would there be; the man who had captured him—Aziz—had also been responsible for his interrogation. Habib had been abused over the course of a month for every last scrap of information about the British that he could provide. He gave up everything: how he had been recruited, the information that he had supplied, and the agent who had been running him. Cooper knew that Habib would have resisted, but that his resistance would have been a useless gesture. Biology was biology, and everyone folded in the end. Aziz must have known that Habib had given him everything, yet he did not stop. The torture continued until Habib’s body couldn’t stand it any longer. He died, and his body was buried in an unmarked grave outside the prison wall.

      Cooper might have been able to infer all of that from other sources, but it wasn’t necessary. A video had been delivered to the embassy, and when they watched it, they saw Habib’s final moments. Aziz made no attempt to hide his identity, and it took only a few days to identify him. Cooper knew why the video had been sent: the mukhābarāt were unhappy that they had been made to look like fools and had killed Habib to demonstrate what they would do to anyone they considered to be a traitor.

      Cooper had wanted to go after Aziz, but it had been forbidden. The seeds of his disillusionment were sown then, and, when Control had taken him aside and asked him whether he would prefer to work for an agency that, to use his words, ‘was up to its elbows in blood,’ he had said yes without even having to think about it.

      Habib’s family had lost their son and were not even given a body to bury. Cooper had watched their anguish from afar and promised himself that, if his path ever crossed with Aziz’s again, he would deliver vengeance to them for what he had done. Cooper had killed five thugs and hoodlums and bullies in the name of his country since then, every one of them dispatched with Habib at the front of Cooper’s mind. He couldn’t correct his error and bring him back, but he would try to find redemption in every file that he was given and in every man or woman he eliminated.

      Every man reminded him of Aziz.

      And now Aziz was here.

      And that was why Cooper couldn’t sleep.
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      Aziz was not used to being held up because of the tardiness of members of his team. He had built himself a successful career in the intelligence services precisely because he did what he said he would do, when he said he would do it. The difficulty he had faced since coming to Cairo had given him cause for both concern and irritation; concern because his reputation was important to him, and irritation because he had been expected to perform a minor miracle without anything like the support he would have needed to pull it off. Muhammad Ali al-Saud had annoyed him last night with his attitude, and now he was compounding his less than impressive display by keeping Aziz and al-Faisal waiting. It was intolerable, and, he decided as he paced the floor of the lobby, it was going to result in a mark on his file for an unsatisfactory performance.

      Al-Faisal had been on time, but then he was from the old school, and things like punctuality and dependability were more important to him than to al-Saud. Aziz knew that al-Saud had been hoping to go out and enjoy himself when they returned yesterday evening. He had offered to go up and down the Corniche in an attempt to drum up leads that might help them find the woman, and the fact that he had seriously thought that Aziz was gullible enough to fall for such nonsense just made things worse. He knew that al-Saud had weaknesses for drink and women and that he was always looking for opportunities to indulge them. It wasn’t something that he could easily do in Riyadh; the influence of the mutaween might have been curtailed by the decree of the government, but al-Saud served in the mukhābarāt, so it didn’t make any difference how weak the morality police had become. He was an agent of the state, so he was held to a higher standard.

      “Where do you think he is?” al-Faisal asked.

      “In bed with a hangover,” Aziz muttered. “Or a whore.”

      “He wouldn’t do that. He’s young—he’s not stupid.”

      Aziz raised his wrist and tapped a finger against his watch. “Then where is he? He’s already ten minutes late.”

      “I’ll go and get him.”

      “No—I’ll do it. Wait here.”

      Aziz went back to the elevators, waited for one to come free, and hit the button for the fifth floor. In truth, they didn’t have anywhere that they needed to be. They had been looking for the woman ever since they had arrived in the city, but, so far, all they had for their efforts was a series of dead ends. They knew she was here; the associate they had tracked down to Switzerland had given that up before al-Faisal had even got started with his bag of tricks. But all their leads had dried up as soon as they’d got to this depraved city. He thought back to yesterday; they had followed a tip that had taken them to Zamalek, finding another tip there that had sent them to Maadi, and then another that had led them nowhere at all. They had been out in the heat and the dust for ten hours, and they had nothing to show for it except blisters and clothes that stank of stale sweat. They had been in the elevators, going back to their rooms, when a source that Aziz had terrified into obedience had texted him with the suggestion that she had been seen near the airport at Heliopolis, and there had been nothing else for it but to go out again. The valet had just returned their car when the source had texted again and apologised that the tip was a false alarm. They had headed back to their rooms for a second time; Aziz and al-Faisal were on the sixth floor, and Aziz would have been prepared to bet a month’s salary that al-Saud, after bidding them goodnight at his own floor, had waited until the elevator had continued on its way before getting another and heading out to the nearest bar.

      The elevator chimed as it reached the fifth floor, and Aziz got out and made his way down the corridor to al-Saud’s room. He faced up to it, checked his watch, and saw that he was now twenty minutes late. His indignation freshly bolstered, he rapped his knuckles against the wood.

      There was no reply.

      He knocked again.

      Nothing.

      “Muhammad,” he said and then, when there was still no reply, he raised his voice and said it again.

      He knocked again, a rat-tat-tat-tat that echoed up and down the corridor.

      The door on the opposite side of the corridor opened, and a bleary-eyed and unshaven man in a bathrobe put his head out. “Keep it down!” he said. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”

      Aziz whirled around and glared at the man; that was all it took. Aziz was an imposing physical specimen—big and heavy with muscle—and his eyes were cold and pitiless, as if the things that they had seen had smelted them into glittering black jewels of cruelty and spite. The man in the bathrobe retreated into his room and shut the door without another word.

      He turned back to the door and struck it again.

      “Can I help you, sir?”

      It was a member of the housekeeping staff.

      “My colleague should have met us downstairs,” Aziz said, trying to hide his anger for fear of frightening the woman.

      “Have you tried calling him?”

      “That was the first thing I did. No reply.”

      “You should probably go down and have a word with someone on reception.”

      “I would, but I’m worried. My friend is diabetic. He’s been having trouble with keeping it under control—if he’s hypoglycaemic, he could be in danger. It’d be really helpful if you could check. I’m really worried about him.”

      The woman paused, weighing up the suggestion, before giving a little nod and taking out her key card. “You’ll need to wait outside, sir.”

      “Of course.”

      She knocked on the door and, when she received no response, put her key to the reader and waited for the lock to disengage. It buzzed, and she pushed the door open, putting her head around it and calling out that she was from housekeeping and could she come in?

      There was still no response. She pushed the door all the way open and went inside; Aziz reached forward and stopped the door before it could close, and as he did, he heard her gasp of surprise and knew that al-Saud was dead, and his assignment to Cairo had just become even more irksome than it already was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Cooper awoke at nine the following morning. He had found it difficult to sleep, his thoughts turning to Aziz and the other men he had seen in the elevator. He had left the laptop and handgun under the bed, but, paranoid that it was the first place anyone would look if they did suspect him of taking them, he got up and removed them, casting around the room for a more secure hiding place. He went to the bathroom, and with the aid of a screwdriver from the kit he carried in his suitcase, he removed the extractor fan that was set in the wall above the toilet and wedged the computer and the pistol into the generous void behind it. He replaced the fascia and nodded in satisfaction at his handiwork; it wasn’t perfect—nothing could be in a hotel room that he didn’t control—but he was satisfied that it would do, at least for the moment.

      He went out to the corridor, and taking a business card that he had been given by one of the delegates yesterday, he tore it in half and then folded it three times until it had formed a little wedge. He slid the card beneath the door so that he would be able to see if anyone had been inside while he was away.

      He went down for breakfast, taking an empty table at the back of the restaurant where he could watch the comings and goings in the lobby. He wondered whether he might see the Saudis again, but, as he worked through a bowl of ful medames—a dish of fava beans and chickpeas that was brightened with peppery olive oil, fresh vegetables and herbs—there was no sign of them.

      He finished a second cup of bitter black coffee and went back to his room. He froze at the door; the card was gone. He looked at his watch; housekeeping didn’t usually do their rounds until ten. He reached for his keycard and took a moment before he pressed it against the reader. He wasn’t armed—he wished he had thought to take the pistol with him—and, if he was about to walk in on a dangerous situation, he would have to defuse it with his wits or his fists.

      The lock buzzed, and he pushed the door open. He waited at the doorway, looking inside; the television was in the corner of the room opposite where he was standing, and the screen was angled just enough for him to see a faint reflection of someone sitting on the edge of his bed. There was no way he could continue inside without whoever was waiting hearing him—they would have heard the door opening already—so Cooper clenched his fists, took a breath to compose himself, and stepped into the room.

      He kept his eye on the reflection as he passed the door to the bathroom and saw the figure—it was a man, he was sure—stand up. He stepped into the bedroom and saw him: male, wiry ginger hair, pale skin, an unimpressive build, early thirties.

      “Hello,” Cooper said.

      The man looked awkward. “Hi.”

      Cooper was annoyed. Whoever this was, he was unprofessional: if the room was bugged, they would have to explain how he had been able to get into the locked room when Cooper was downstairs.

      He thought on his feet. “I’ve missed you.”

      The man paused, then saw Cooper nod and realised that he needed to play along with him. “I missed you, too.”

      “You got the key all right, then?”

      “From reception—thanks.”

      “Easier to meet up here. We have to be careful—you can’t be public.”

      The man, whoever he was, seemed to understand what Cooper was saying and played along. “I know. We’ll have to be discreet. ”

      “How was your flight?”

      “Long.”

      Cooper could see that he was telling the truth about that, if nothing else. His eyes were ringed with red, and his skin was pasty. He would have suggested that he get some sleep apart from the fact that, if this man was who he thought he was, he had urgent work to do.

      “Why don’t we go for a walk?” Cooper said. “I’ll show you around the city.”

      “I’d like that. Where do you want to go?”

      “Old Cairo’s a good place to start. The churches and mosques are amazing. I could put together a little walking tour for us, and we could have a chat on the way.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Wait a moment. Just need to use the bathroom.”

      Cooper went into the bathroom, flushing the toilet to provide a little noise as he took his screwdriver and removed the panel that was hiding the laptop. He collected the computer and left the pistol, replaced the panel again, and went back into the bedroom. The man eyed the computer; Cooper put it into his satchel and gestured to the door.

      “Shall we?”
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      Aziz took a seat on the other side of the desk from the manager of the hotel. The man—Aziz pegged him as a homosexual straight away and had to master his instinctive repulsion—got up, fetched a box of tissues and rather ostentatiously placed them on the desk, pushing them over so that they were easily to hand. Aziz managed a thin smile of thanks and reminded himself that the man would expect a certain reaction from him. He had, after all, just found his colleague dead in his bathroom with a belt around his neck. In truth, Aziz wasn’t upset; that was about as far away from how he was feeling as it was possible to be. He was angry: angry that al-Saud had put himself into a position where he was vulnerable, and, if he was honest, angry with himself for becoming mired in an assignment that had circled the drain for a while before being sucked down the plug once and for all.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss,” the manager said.

      “Thank you.”

      “It must be a terrible shock.”

      “It is.”

      The man reached across the table and pushed the box of tissues a little closer. He smiled sympathetically, he had a neat little moustache, and it jerked up as he did. Aziz frowned at the sight of it and the pathetic situation that he had found himself in.

      The manager drew his hand back. “Did your colleague seem… I don’t know, did he seem depressed?”

      “Sorry?”

      “These things… well, we’ve had instances like this before—not often, I should say, just once or twice—and I know that there are sometimes signs that only really become obvious after the event.”

      Aziz realised what the man was implying. “You think he killed himself.”

      The manager’s hand reached up to his neck, then dropped back down to his lap. “The belt?”

      Aziz almost laughed. Of course the manager would grasp for the most obvious explanation: a suicide would be much, much easier to deal with than the truth of what had happened. It would be obvious with even the most basic medical examination that al-Saud had been murdered. Aziz had been able to see that even before he knelt down closer to the body; the bruising on al-Saud’s neck was wider than would have been the case with the belt, and there were red scrape marks from where he had tried to work his fingers under whatever had been used to strangle him. No, it wasn’t suicide. There was no way. Someone had got into his room and choked him.

      “When will the police be here?”

      “We’ve called them, of course. I’ll have someone let you know when they arrive.”

      “Would it be possible to go back to his room?”

      The manager winced. “Why?”

      “I lent him a laptop charger, and I need it back.”

      “What kind of laptop is it?”

      “A Dell.”

      “I’m sure we have one here that you could borrow.”

      “Couldn’t I just go and get mine?”

      The manager looked uncomfortable. “Do you think you could wait? Just until the police have said that we can move the body and clean the room?”

      “Why do I need to wait? Like you say—it’s suicide.”

      “Yes, that’s right, but… in my experience… well, the police will want us to stay out of the room until they’ve signed it all off.” He gave a shrug that Aziz suspected was meant to suggest that, if Aziz was impatient, the manager shared it. “It’s just procedure.”

      “I understand.”

      “Let me see if I can sort you out with a charger,” the manager said, standing. “It was a Dell, you said?”
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      They came out of the hotel and crossed the Nile by way of the Abdulaziz Al Saud Bridge. The newcomer walked with a pronounced limp, and Cooper had to slow down for fear of outpacing him.

      “What happened to your leg?”

      “Car crash,” he said. “In New Orleans.”

      “Holiday?”

      “Business,” he said, glancing over at Cooper and dipping his head in a little gesture of knowingness.

      “Right.”

      Cooper was left with the impression that this man, whoever he was, was going to prove to be one of the odder characters whom he had ever been asked to work with. He knew that Control would have put in a request for a specialist, and wondered if his counterpart in Group Two had sent him this man as a joke. He gave off a vibe that Cooper would have described as needy; he seemed to be looking for approval with everything that he said. He was going to have to manage him carefully; it would be Cooper’s neck on the block if the man said or did something that blew his cover.

      The man tried to start a conversation but, to his credit, was aware enough to see that Cooper was more comfortable with silence. They crossed the bridge and continued across the island that split the Nile in this part of the city until they reached the Umm Kulthum Park on the western bank. Cooper knew that a full dry-cleaning run would be overegging the pudding, but waited until they were at the café that overlooked the water before he concluded that they were not being followed and that it was safe to stop and talk. He found an empty bamboo table and sat down. It was a pleasant spot; the air was fresh here, without the smells of the spice markets, the fumes of the thousands of vehicles and the incense from the mosques that permeated the rest of the city. A waitress came over, and Cooper ordered two very strong and bitter ahwah coffees and, after asking for a recommendation, two slices of carrot cake.

      “First things first,” he said as soon as she left them to prepare their order. “We have to assume that the rooms in the hotel are bugged.”

      “Sorry,” the man said. “I thought it’d be safer to meet where no one could see us.”

      “How did you get in?”

      He shrugged as if that was a stupid question. “Have you seen the locks? Cheap Chinese rubbish. A toddler could bypass them.”

      “Letting yourself in without giving me any warning was stupid. This isn’t London. They’ll be listening. They might be watching. You know Moscow Rules?”

      The man cocked an eyebrow.

      Cooper held up his thumb and fingers and counted down. “Assume nothing. Never go against your gut. Everyone is potentially under opposition control. Do not look back—you’re never completely alone. Vary your pattern and stay within your cover.” He closed his fist with the final rule. “Those are the main ones. They’ll do for now.”

      “Okay. Noted.” Cooper looked over at him and saw that he was blushing. “Sorry.”

      “We just need to be careful.”

      “Got it.” He shucked off his discomfort, smiled and put out his hand. “I’m Ziggy. Who are you?”

      “Oh, God.” Cooper sighed. “I hope that’s not your real name?”

      “I…” He paused, blood running up into his cheeks. “Shit. Of course. Sorry. We keep those to ourselves.”

      “We do.” Cooper regarded him coolly. “Let me guess—first time out of London?”

      He bristled defensively. “No, like I said—I was in New Orleans last month. That’s where…” He stopped and pointed down to his leg.

      “I get it—that’s where you hurt your leg. No more details. I don’t want to know anything about you. I don’t want to know your name. I don’t want to know your service history. I don’t want to know where you’ve been, who you were with, or what you did. We keep it superficial—everything on the surface, no depth. That way, if either of us gets into a sticky situation, we can’t say anything that’ll compromise the other. They must have explained all this to you before you came out?”

      “They did,” he said. “Sorry. I’m tired. They put me on the redeye, and I couldn’t sleep.”

      “It’s fine,” Cooper said. “Relax. I won’t mention it again.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re Group Two?”

      “Yes. I was told you have a device that you can’t get into.”

      “I do.”

      Cooper picked up the satchel and rested it on the bench between them. Ziggy unzipped the bag and looked inside. “Dell Inspiron 700M. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “You can get into it?”

      “I’ll need a little time, but…” He paused, then smiled. “Haven’t found anything I haven’t been able to get into yet, and that won’t be a problem. What am I looking for once I’m inside?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s Saudi?”

      “Control told you?”

      “I was briefed.”

      “Yes, it’s Saudi. It belonged to a man who was probably a mukhābarāt agent. I had a chance to take it, and I did. There might not be anything on it, but I think the man might be part of a team they’ve sent here, and I’d like to know what they’re doing.”

      Ziggy zipped up the satchel. “Can I take it now?”

      Cooper nodded.

      Ziggy stood and put the strap over his shoulder. “I’ll get started.”

      “How long will you need?”

      “The rest of the day should be enough.”

      Cooper stood, too. “Are you in the hotel?”

      “No. I’m at the safe house.”

      Cooper knew it. “The one in Maadi?”

      “Yes.”

      “Text me when you’ve logged in, and I’ll come to you.”

      He nodded. “Just so you know, I might not be alone. I was told to expect someone else from Group Fifteen.”

      That was interesting. Control had evidently taken the news seriously.

      “Keep me posted,” Cooper said. He stood, too. “We’ll walk back together. Make sure you’re black before you go back to the safe house. Okay? If anyone stops you and asks, you’re going shopping.”

      “Got it,” Ziggy said.

      They retraced their steps. Cooper found his companion to be a confounding mixture of contradictory qualities: shy, yet boastful; insecure, yet he had dismissed Cooper’s question about the complexity of the task before him as if it were nothing at all; he seemed to have a need for acclaim, yet there was an anxiety that suggested that he didn’t feel he deserved it; there was vanity there, but it did not extend to how he looked. Cooper had worked with members of Group Two before, and they had each justified their collective institutional reputation: social misfits who needed careful handling, but agents who warranted the effort because they were brilliant.

      Cooper hoped that this one was worth the trouble, too. He thought of the laptop in the satchel and really, really wanted to know what was stored on it.
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      The corridor was quiet. Aziz gestured for al-Faisal to get behind him and faced up to the door to al-Saud’s room. He took out the small device that he had gone back to his room to collect. It was so small that it was hidden inside a hollowed-out Sharpie. It had been preprogrammed with an algorithm that would scroll through the possible combinations that were used by the lock, finding the correct one and applying it. He knelt down so that he could see the port at the underside of the lock that was used by the hotel when emergency access to the room was needed, inserted the tip of the device and pressed the single button, and, moments later, the lock disengaged.

      The door opened, and he went inside, with al-Faisal following behind him. The room was dark. The curtains had been drawn, and there was a heaviness in the air that was familiar to Aziz from similar rooms all around the world. It wasn’t a tangible sensation, but something that emanated from the fact that there was a dead body nearby.

      “Find out what happened to him,” he said, gesturing to the bathroom.

      The door was ajar, but blocked from being pushed open any farther by the body on the other side. Al-Faisal switched on the light and squeezed through, knelt down next to al-Saud’s lifeless body, and started what could only be a cursory examination; it would be enough, Aziz knew, to confirm what he had already concluded. There was no need for him to watch, so he went into the bedroom and looked around. The cleaner had prevented him from coming inside, and he needed to know if anything had been taken by whoever had murdered al-Saud.

      The room was in a mess; al-Saud’s lack of professionalism was mirrored by a sloppiness in his private life. Clothes had been left on the floor, and there were empty bottles from the minibar on the bureau. He found his suitcase and opened it, looking for any of the equipment that he would have brought with him. He finished going through the case and moved on to quickly check his clothes. He found the suit he had been wearing yesterday and checked the pockets. They were empty.

      Al-Faisal emerged from the bathroom.

      “Well?”

      “He was strangled—the belt was used later to make it look like he killed himself.”

      “Sure?”

      “Absolutely.” He looked over the mess in the room. “You find anything?”

      “It’s what I didn’t find,” Aziz said. “His computer and his gun are both missing. Whoever killed him must’ve taken them.”

      “No idea who?”

      “You remember when we were in the elevator last night—just before we went out again?”

      Al-Faisal nodded. “There was a delegate. He was drunk.”

      “He got off on this floor,” Aziz said. “He followed Muhammad. He spoke English.”

      “Everyone speaks English here.”

      Aziz shook his head to dismiss al-Faisal’s point, even if it was right. “There was something about him that caught my attention—he had his lanyard on, and I made sure to remember his name. It was Ambrose—I don’t remember his first name. Check through the list of delegates and see what you can find. Everyone has to include a photograph with their profile. Get his and send it back home. Maybe we’re lucky and we get a hit.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I need to report in. They don’t know about this yet.”

      And they’re not going to be pleased, he thought.
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      Cooper spent the day at the conference, determined that he would present the exact same impression—studious, serious, a little boring—that he had cultivated for the other days that he had been here. He was helped by the fact that the content was uniformly tedious, although he found it difficult to keep his mind away from the three Saudis in the elevator and their purpose in Cairo. It was obvious that they were here in furtherance of an assignment, but it was impossible to assess what that assignment might entail. They were hitters—he was sure of that—but there was no way of knowing who their target might be. Someone from government? Someone from business, or a lobbyist who was attempting to drive an agenda inimical to the Kingdom’s interests? Cooper couldn’t say, but it didn’t stop him from looking around the vast conference room and wondering: Which one of you has been marked for death?

      The day finished at five, and after a shower and a change of clothes, Cooper checked his phone and saw that he had received a text from a number that he didn’t recognise. It was a single word—‘DONE’—and Cooper knew that it must have been Ziggy telling him that he was into the computer.

      He set off. He was more careful this time, taking an hour to conduct a thorough dry-cleaning run that he was able to pass off as just another stroll around the sights within an easy walk of the hotel. He thought for a moment that he was being followed, but as he doubled back on himself and then took an unusual and illogical route back in the direction of the hotel, the woman who had looked as if she might have been giving pursuit disappeared.

      He headed south on the Corniche and found the address of the safe house. It was a large apartment block, and after asking the concierge to buzz up to apartment 221, he followed the directions to the elevator and rode it up to the second floor.

      He knocked on the door and waited for Ziggy to open it.

      “You got my message,” he said.

      “I did.”

      “Come in.”

      Cooper crossed the threshold and saw that Ziggy wasn’t alone. A second man was standing in the corner of the room; he had a pistol in his hand.

      Cooper stopped. “Who are you?”

      “Sorry,” Ziggy said. “I should have told you before you came in. This is Number One.”

      “You’re Eleven?” the man said.

      “That’s right.”

      “What’s your legend?”

      “William Ambrose. You?”

      “John Smith. Let’s get down to business, shall we?”
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      Cooper was struck by how blue Smith’s eyes were. They were cold and hard, with no hint of warmth or emotion. They were so pale that they seemed almost translucent, and when he looked at Cooper, it felt as if he was looking right through him. He had a strong, chiselled jawline and a face that would not have stood out at all were it not for the scar that curved across one cheek.

      “Control sent you?”

      Smith nodded. “Last night.”

      “He got in just after lunch,” Ziggy added.

      Cooper took in the rest of the room. The computer that he had taken was sitting on a table, a wire connecting it to another computer that sat alongside. The sofa, which had been pushed up against the wall on the opposite side of the room, had been turned into a small armoury: there were three handguns and two rifles, together with boxes of ammunition.

      “You’ve been busy,” Cooper said.

      “There’s a quartermaster in the city,” Smith said. “She came out an hour ago.”

      Cooper went over and picked up a Sig Sauer P229 semi-automatic pistol. He hefted it in his hand and then put it back next to the others. “Not bad.”

      Smith gestured to Ziggy. “Tell him what you found.”

      Ziggy tapped a finger against the laptop. “It was a little more difficult than I thought. They had some fairly funky security on it. Nothing I couldn’t bypass eventually, though.”

      “And?”

      “The owner of the laptop is Muhammad Ali al-Saud. I’ve found a listing for him as a member of the Saudi Royal Guard, although he almost certainly does most of his day-to-day work for the General Intelligence Directorate. He arrived in Egypt a week ago with two other men on the same flight: Omar Adel Aziz and Tariq Khaled al-Faisal. Aziz is a bad man. Very bad. The first entry I have for him was after he was suspected of being involved in the massacre of Yemeni civilians in Sa’dah and Marran, but he disappeared soon after that. He pops up every now and again, usually at the same time as someone the Saudis don’t like kicks the bucket. Probably not a coincidence.”

      “No,” Cooper said. “It’s not. And the third man?”

      “Al-Faisal. Born in Riyadh in 1971, trained as a forensic doctor.”

      “Specialising in what?”

      Ziggy winced. “It’s a bit macabre—he’s an authority on human anatomy, specifically dissection. His file says he’s a colonel in the Saudi armed forces, and the suggestion is that he’s usually sent out with Aziz to dispose of the bodies of the men and women he kills.”

      Smith was watching Cooper. “You’ve got previous with Aziz.”

      “Control told you that?”

      Smith nodded. “But I wouldn’t mind hearing it from you.”

      “I was in Riyadh to run an agent, and it went south,” Cooper said. “He was burned, and Aziz got to him before I could. He tortured him for everything he knew, killed him anyway, and then made sure we knew about it. He’s told you what happened, and I’m sure you’ve read the report.”

      “I have.”

      “So you’ll know there’s not much more to say.”

      Smith shook his head. “You might be surprised.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You only know half of it. What he did went down very badly in London. A file was created, and Control sent an asset to take him out.”

      Cooper had not known that. “When?”

      “After you got back to London. They sent Number Eight—I worked with him once. He was good.”

      “‘Was’ good?”

      “That’s right—past tense. He didn’t come back. We’ve never been able to say for sure, but the evidence suggests that Aziz got the drop on him and killed him, and al-Faisal disposed of the body. That’s two valuable British assets now—your source and our agent. Control’s wanted him gone for years, but we’ve never known where he was in enough time to send someone. This time we do, so here I am. We’ll deal with him together.”

      “We’ve got the green light to take him out?”

      “At our discretion.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve had all week.”

      Smith went over to the sofa. “The agent you were running,” he said. “You were close?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I admired him. He was brave. Knew the risks and accepted them.”

      “I just need to check,” Smith said, staring at him. “It’s not personal, is it? You and Aziz?”

      “I’m not an amateur,” Cooper said with a scowl.

      “No one is saying you are.”

      “Yes, you are. You think I’m going to let what I think about him cloud my judgement. I’m not.”

      Smith held his eye for a moment and then nodded his satisfaction. “Glad to hear it. He’s good—very good. I can’t afford to have you compromised so that you don’t see things clearly. That would be a problem.”

      “Do I want him dead? Yes, I do. He’s a psychopath, and he’s long overdue. But am I going to do something rash? No, I’m not. You don’t need to worry.”
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      Aziz took his phone and went outside onto the Corniche. He made a call to a number that he had stored in his contacts with no name or title or anything else to distinguish it. The phone rang for a moment before it connected; no one spoke, and the only noise was a single beep. “Call back,” he said, and ended the call. He walked on, finding a bench in the shade of a eucalyptus tree and waiting the minute it took for the phone to ring with an incoming call.

      “Hello.”

      “Omar,” came the reply, “are you clear?”

      Aziz’s first call to that particular number had signalled that he wanted to speak freely on an encrypted line. The agency was better able to arrange that from Riyadh, and now that had been done the possibility of the conversation being eavesdropped was remote. The protocol also identified both the fact that it was Aziz calling and that he wanted to speak to the brigadier who was responsible for his work.

      “I’m clear. Have you read the flare?”

      “Yes,” said his handler, a man called Rassi. “You’re right—you have a problem.”

      Aziz had reported al-Saud’s death two hours earlier. He’d included his strong suspicion that al-Saud’s devices had been stolen and included a picture of the man from the elevator that al-Saud had been able to find on the conference website. His name was William Ambrose, and he held a junior position within the British delegation.

      “We expedited the check on the photograph you sent, and we got a likely hit. It looks like Mr. Ambrose has taken steps to change his appearance, but we have a high probability match.”

      “Who is it?”

      “We don’t have his name, but we believe he works for British intelligence. We’re very confident that he’s an agent with MI6. That’s not all, either. The match we have was from a year ago in Riyadh. Ambrose was posted to the embassy under the name of Simon Downton. All standard stuff—using his diplomatic status as cover while he ran agents for them. There was one agent in particular. Do you remember Habib al-Taweel?”

      Aziz’s eyes went wide with surprise. “Of course.”

      “He was Downton’s man. He was running him when we took the network down.”

      Aziz had disposed of dozens of men and women over the years, but, out of all the unfortunates who had crossed his path, there were a handful whom he could remember more vividly than others. Al-Taweel was one of them. He had been working for the British for months and had done incalculable damage before his identity had been revealed after Downton’s communications had been compromised and he had unwittingly unveiled his spy. Aziz had been responsible for closing down the network, arresting the names on the list, and then persuading them as to the good sense of rolling up those above and below them. It had been a bloody six months, but, professionally, it had been the making of him.

      “Did you ever meet him?” Rassi asked.

      “Not that I remember,” Aziz said. “But that was a long time ago, and I was busy. It’s possible. Why?”

      “Operational security. It’d explain a lot if he recognised you.”

      “He was pretending to be drunk. I didn’t get the impression that he knew me, but I wasn’t really paying attention to him.”

      “I don’t suppose it matters for present purposes. It doesn’t matter how he’s involved, just that he is.”

      Aziz frowned. “How did he manage to strangle Muhammad? He’s not a big man. He’s just MI6. He’s not impressive at all.”

      “There are probably others.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You need to proceed carefully.”

      “Do we still have a green light on al-Jabir?”

      “Nothing has changed on that front. She can’t be allowed to show her film. It would be beyond embarrassing—it would be a disaster. You need to find her and make sure that she’s brought home.”

      “We’re trying,” he said. “But it’s not easy. We’ve chased down every lead that we’ve been given, and they’re all dead ends. The intelligence is pathetic. No one knows where she is.”

      “There won’t be any toleration of excuses. You know how far up the ladder this goes. He won’t accept failure.”

      “And it doesn’t matter what he thinks; I still can’t do miracles. Give me better information, and I’ll take care of it.”

      “We’re working on it.”

      The call came to an end. Aziz put his phone back in his pocket and decided that he would take a stroll before heading to the safe house. Matters had taken an interesting and unpredictable turn, and he wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. What was an MI6 agent with experience of running assets in Saudi Arabia doing at the same conference in Cairo that al-Jabir was attending? Was it possible that al-Jabir was working with the British? There had been no suggestion of that, but perhaps it wasn’t so outlandish an idea. The two intelligence agencies—MI6 and the Saudi mukhābarāt—had always operated in the grey hinterland between friendship and enmity, cooperating when it suited them and jostling for position the rest of the time. Would the British really be prepared to encourage her film in order to blow up the Kingdom’s international reputation?

      He thought of the man he had seen in the elevator and his suspicion—almost certain now—that he had been involved in the murder of al-Saud. William Ambrose or Simon Downton or whoever he was pretending to be this time… He had been close to Aziz one time without being pulled into his orbit, with all the negative consequences that would have brought down upon him.

      That would not be the case this time.
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      Smith went over to the kitchen counter and filled the kettle, using the pause to reset the conversation. Cooper was irritated that his professionalism had been called into question and, perhaps worse, that Smith didn’t seem to care about that, not even a bit.

      Cooper didn’t know anything about Smith save for the fact that if he had lasted long enough to be Number One, then he would have had enough blood on his hands to account for his cold and detached manner. The coldness in his eyes was mirrored in the way he spoke and his seeming lack of interest in how Cooper might have received what he said. He was without emotion or animation, and his smile, when he did smile, was perfunctory and mechanical.

      Smith took three mugs from the sink, washed them and made three coffees. He brought them over to the table and gave one to Ziggy and one to Cooper.

      “All right, then,” Cooper said. “Why is Aziz here?”

      “We have a source in Riyadh who says he’s here to find Aisha Hasan al-Jabir.”

      “The director?”

      “You know her?”

      “I saw her last film. She’s been campaigning for years.”

      “And that’s painted a very big target on her back.”

      “And she’s here? In Cairo?”

      “She’s going to show her new film. She has evidence of how Saudi women have been treated by the regime. They’re planning on it closing the conference.”

      “That’s not been announced.”

      “It’s a secret—she wouldn’t have come if it was common knowledge. Too risky.”

      Cooper shook his head. “The Saudis will hate it.”

      “They do. This is the final straw for them. They want her gone; hence they’ve sent Aziz and his team.”

      “Does al-Jabir know that?”

      “One of her editors was murdered in Switzerland last month, and from what we’ve been able to put together, it’s made her very jumpy.” Smith sipped his coffee. “But we’re not here for her. We’re here for him. For Aziz.”

      Cooper put his coffee down. “So where is he?”

      “He was in the hotel with you,” Smith said, “but Ziggy says he checked out.”

      “This morning,” Ziggy added. “The police are recording what happened to al-Saud as suicide, but I doubt Aziz wants to be around for the awkward questions if they decide it was something else.”

      “Another hotel, then?”

      “Or a safe house. I’m checking.”

      “What about al-Jabir?”

      “Staying in a house in New Giza,” Ziggy said.

      “How do you know that and he doesn’t?”

      “She’s travelling with a friend who’s a little lackadaisical with her digital security.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Smith shook his head in wry amusement. “Ziggy can be full of himself, but he doesn’t make mistakes. If he says she’s there, she’s there.”

      “Thank you,” Ziggy said, pretending to be annoyed. “The friend emailed one of her collaborators and asked her to set up an interview with a journalist from Time. She should’ve been more careful—she didn’t mask her IP address, and I was able to trace it to the house.”

      “Ziggy went over there this afternoon,” Smith said. He turned to Ziggy. “Show him.”

      Ziggy tapped a key on the second computer and navigated to a photograph that he double-clicked to enlarge. It showed the outside of a house, and, through a downstairs window, Cooper was able to see the face of a woman looking out. Ziggy drew a square around her face and zoomed in. “That’s Aisha.”

      Cooper looked at the woman: dark skin, dark hair, and eyes that shone with anxiety even in a shot that was as fuzzy as this one. “We know where she is. What do we do now? We don’t know where Aziz is.”

      “We don’t know where he is,” Smith said, “but we know what he wants.”

      Cooper pointed to the photograph. “She’s bait? Are you serious?”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not? Are you serious? Tell him where to find her? It’s unethical.”

      “He’s going to find her eventually,” Smith said patiently. “Right? He’ll have a plan for when that happens, and if we do nothing now, then when we can do something, he’ll have the advantage. If we wait and he finds her, she won’t stand a chance. Better that we control the situation. We do it this way and manage her exposure. Will he come after her? Yes. Will it be dangerous? Absolutely. But it’ll be on our terms, and we’ll be waiting. We take him before he gets close.”

      “Let’s just assume for a moment that I don’t think this is a dreadful idea. How are we going to make sure he knows where she is?”

      “That’s easy,” Ziggy said. “They’re looking for her in Riyadh, too. I can spoof an email from Aisha and make sure that our source picks it up and sends it up the chain. They’ll sound the alarm, and then we wait for Aziz to make his move.”

      “We watch the house in shifts,” Smith said. “The three of us, all together—three shifts of eight hours. We wait for him to make his move, and when he does?” He put his hands together. “He runs out of road.”

      Cooper rubbed his forehead. He could see how the plan might work, but the idea of dangling the woman as a lure to hook a shark as dangerous as Aziz made him queasy.

      Smith saw his reluctance. “We can’t wait. Aisha’s at the conference tomorrow, and then she’s flying out. We only have a limited window. He’ll get to her eventually, but if it’s not now, then we won’t be there when he does. This is the plan, Eleven. If you’re not on board with it, let me know—I can have another agent here tonight.”

      Cooper bit his lip and looked away. Everything that Smith had said was true: they didn’t know where Aziz was, and the best card they had to play—the only card—was the fact that they knew he wanted al-Jabir.

      “Fuck it,” he said. “Fine.”

      Smith nodded. “Good.”

      “There’s something else we need to take into account,” Ziggy said. “There’s a sandstorm coming in tomorrow. It’s all over the news. It’ll shut everything down. The airport, for sure. Probably the hotels.”

      “It’ll affect him just as much as us,” Smith said. “He doesn’t know he’ll be walking into a trap. The storm might help. He’ll never see us coming.”
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      Cooper left the safe house and went back to the conference. He sat through another interminable session because that was what he would be expected to do, and he had no desire to court suspicion. The session came to an end after ninety minutes, and he followed the delegates into the lobby, where refreshments were being served. He joined the rest of the British delegation and participated in the usual round of banter, with plans being made to go out for dinner once the day’s proceedings had come to an end. Cooper knew he wouldn’t be able to keep the appointment given that he was due to relieve Smith with the second shift at the house where al-Jabir was hiding.

      The organisers sounded the bell to announce the start of the day’s final session. Cooper finished his coffee and started back towards the auditorium.

      He had taken only a few paces when he saw Omar Adel Aziz standing at the doors.

      He wondered whether it might be a coincidence, but then Aziz locked eyes with him and gestured that he should join him away from the queue of people waiting to go inside. Cooper gave thought as to whether he could or should ignore him, but decided against it; Aziz had found him, and there would be no way that he could avoid him forever. Pretending that he wasn’t involved in the death of his colleague would be a pointless exercise; far better to find out what he knew and what his intentions might be.

      Aziz walked over to a quiet spot near the corridor that led to the bathrooms, and Cooper joined him.

      “What shall I call you?” Aziz said, putting out his hand.

      “William Ambrose.”

      Cooper took his hand. Aziz shook normally, without trying to impress Cooper with the strength of his grip, although it was obvious from the way he filled his suit that he had muscle to spare.

      “Not Simon Downton?”

      “You can call me what you like.”

      The Saudi smiled at him, and Cooper smiled back, aware that there were still delegates nearby who might notice if their interaction was anything other than ordinary.

      “You were convincing last night,” Aziz said. “I didn’t give you a second’s thought.”

      “I’ve been doing this a while.”

      “As have I.” Aziz released his hand. “I’m pleased we’re going to be honest with one another. Feigning ignorance would have been tiresome.”

      “And pointless.”

      “We can agree on that.”

      “How can I help you?”

      “You can’t,” he said. “I just wanted to introduce myself properly. It’s a shame that you felt it necessary to put your nose into my business again. I would’ve thought that you might have learned your lesson from before. You have a saying, I believe: once bitten, twice shy? An unpleasant incident induces caution. Have I got that right?”

      The threat was unmistakeable; Aziz was urbane and polite, but, even though he might cloak his words in silk, the message was clear.

      “That’s right.” Cooper maintained his own smile. “We have another: what goes around comes around. Would you like me to explain it for you?

      “No, that won’t be necessary. I know what it means.”

      “Good,” Cooper said. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      Aziz stared him out. “Don’t you think it’s odd how our paths have crossed again? How long ago was Riyadh?”

      “Thirteen months.”

      “I don’t believe we ever actually met back then, and you didn’t stay long once we’d rolled up your little network. You all ran back to London as soon as the house of cards came down. Habib was tough, by the way. He tried hard not to give you up, but he did, in the end. They always do.”

      Cooper felt a burn of anger that he knew he couldn’t possibly act upon and spoke through a smile that would have given anyone watching the impression that they were two old friends just shooting the breeze. “I’ve tried to forget what you did to him. I saw the pictures after you sent them to us. I won’t lie—they stayed with me. I never could forget them—not really—but it got a little easier as the time passed. But then I saw you last night, and it came back. Everything you did to him and the others.” He paused, his cheeks aching from the false bonhomie. “I enjoyed the time I spent with your friend last night. Maybe we’ll get the chance to meet when we can have a proper chat about what happened. You know—really set the world to rights.”

      “I’d like that,” Aziz said.

      Cooper kept his smile. “Let’s make it happen.”

      Aziz put out his hand. Cooper let it hang this time and set off for the door. He noticed a second man standing at the side of the room; it was the older man from the lift, the man they had identified as al-Faisal. He had been watching the conversation, and now that it was finished, he followed Aziz out of the lobby.

      Cooper breathed in long and deep. His pulse was racing, and he could feel cold sweat running down his back. Aziz was a frightening man, and Cooper knew that the two of them would meet again.

      The next time, though, only one of them would leave.
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      Aziz had decided that it made more sense to move out of the hotel. The police had turned up eventually and had asked a series of pointless questions about al-Saud, making it perfectly obvious that they were going to chalk it up as a suicide no matter what he told them. The authorities wouldn’t want the bad publicity that would have accompanied a murder investigation, and neither would the hotel. Aziz knew that there would have been a conversation between the police and the manager, most likely before the officers had even gone up to al-Saud’s room. He wasn’t concerned about that—there would be much less noise without an investigation—but he didn’t see the profit in staying at the hotel, especially since he had announced himself to the British agent who had obviously been involved in al-Saud’s murder.

      That might have been considered unwise by some, but Aziz didn’t care. The man had put his nose in Aziz’s business, in a country that was much more the territory of the mukhābarāt than of MI6, and Aziz wanted him to know that he was onto him. Aziz had a dim view of all the intelligence services of the West: the French were haughty, the Americans were arrogant, and the British still suffered from delusions of Empire. Aziz had enjoyed success against all of them, but it was the setbacks that he had inflicted on MI6 that he had particularly relished. It was especially delicious that this particular agent had been involved in the assignment that had accelerated Aziz’s rise to the top of the agency. Habib al-Taweel had inflicted great harm on his country’s interests, and catching him and then using him to mop up others who had been involved had underlined his effectiveness and guaranteed him high-profile work ever since. It might have been unprofessional to gloat, but he couldn’t resist it; the British agent—Ambrose or Downton or whatever he was calling himself now—had operated al-Taweel with impunity for months. He personified everything that Aziz hated about the Western agencies who dared to operate in the Kingdom, and he was damned if he was going to let him interfere with his operation to find the woman now. Ambrose had killed one of his team, and although he didn’t care for al-Saud as a person, he did care that he was an agent and that Ambrose had concluded he could murder him without consequences.

      He would be wrong about that; Aziz would make sure of it.

      The mukhābarāt had a safe house in the slums to which they could retreat if anonymity was required, but Aziz preferred to stay nearby so that he was able to react quickly to leads that might provide an idea as to al-Jabir’s location. Aziz went for a walk along the Corniche and called Riyadh to see whether they had been able to dig out anything that would give him a chance to find the woman before she arrived to deliver her speech.

      “Omar,” Rassi said when he picked up, “report.”

      “The police will conclude that Muhammad hanged himself.”

      “They spoke to you?”

      “Yes,” he said. “For ten minutes. It was all completely perfunctory.”

      “Not so bad. We don’t need the attention of an investigation.”

      “Agreed.” Aziz stepped aside as a mother tried to corral a boisterous toddler. “Do you have anything for me?”

      “I do,” Rassi said. “I know where al-Jabir has been hiding.”

      Aziz stopped. There was a bench overlooking the river and he sat down. “How?”

      “It’s complicated. The British have laid a little trap for you, and she’s the bait.”

      “Really? They would do that?”

      “We’ve heard from Asif Alli. They told him to tell us. They want you to know.”

      There it was again: the arrogance of the British. Asif Alli was the name of the man who MI6 believed was working for them. He was a high-ranking member of the mukhābarāt and had arranged a meeting with the resident agent at the embassy under the pretext of having intelligence that he was prepared to sell. The British had been mistrustful and had insisted on something worthwhile with which to test his bona fides. Alli had provided them with the name of a Saudi asset within MI6, and they had checked and confirmed that it was true; not only that, they had confirmed that he had been active for years and had assumed a position of significant value. The British had been blinded by Alli’s potential and had agreed to his terms; he was provided with a codename—KHANJAR, named for the Omani knife—and put on Her Majesty’s payroll.

      It was all part of a ruse. The agent in London had suggested it himself. He had been diagnosed with terminal liver cancer and had decided to sacrifice his final few months in order to provide Riyadh with one final boon: a way to ingratiate a new agent with the British, but one who would really be working for Riyadh. The scam had worked beautifully. Asif Alli had provided MI6 with a steady drip of legitimate intelligence that Riyadh was prepared to concede in exchange for the information that he was able to provide to them about British operations. Alli was a classic double agent who had proved his worth time and time again.

      “It’s a trap, then?” Aziz said.

      “It is.”

      “But is she there or not?”

      “We checked, and she is,” Rassi said. “That much, at least, is true.”

      Aziz chuckled. “That’s ruthless.”

      “They don’t care about her, Omar. They want you.”

      He gazed out at the water and mused on the best way to proceed. “Do we know how many agents they have?”

      “Alli thinks it’s just the one you met. What do you want to do? The woman is still your priority.”

      “Perhaps we can deal with her and remind the British not to put their noses in our business.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “We offer them something, too. Alli can tell them I’m at the safe house in Dokki. He can say that we’re worried that we’ve been compromised and that we’re packing up and moving out. We want them to think it’s their best chance to get to me. They won’t be able to resist it.”

      “And you’ll be there?”

      “No. Al-Jabir is more important. I’ll wait until Ambrose is out of the way, and then I’ll get her.”

      “And him?”

      “Almajid and Malik arrived this morning. I’ll bring Malik with me. Almajid can pick Ambrose up and bring him to the embassy. I’ll deal with him then.”
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      The storm swept over the city just after midnight. The winds picked up first, a light breeze that strengthened until it was strong enough to pick up the trash from the streets and blow leaves from the trees. It rushed in from the desert, scraping up the dust and sand and grit until it was a shifting wall that was nearly a mile high, and swept over everything.

      Cooper and Smith had used the two rental cars that Ziggy had got for them to drive to the house in New Giza where Aisha Hasan al-Jabir was hiding. The neighbourhood was one of the most upscale in all of Cairo, within easy reach of the city and in sight of the pyramids. The development was to be gated, but the wall that would eventually secure it had not been completed, and the gatehouse was not manned. They drove inside and located the property where she was staying. Not all the houses on the street were finished, and they saw the large property on the other side of the street that Ziggy had identified as a good spot to set up an observation post.

      They parked a short distance up the street and then made their way back again on foot. The door had already been forced, and they went through and climbed up to the top floor.

      Ziggy was waiting for them. “Lovely evening.”

      Smith gestured to the house. “Anything?”

      “No. I think she’s inside, but there’s been no activity.”

      Cooper looked out from the window. The storm had reduced visibility to perhaps a hundred feet, but that was enough for them to be able to see the property. The house was large, perhaps five thousand square feet in total, and looked as if it had been inspired by French Renaissance architecture. A single light shone from an upstairs room, and a Mercedes was parked on the drive.

      “What do you think?” Smith said.

      “Not a bad spot.”

      Smith had a suppressed Colt M4A1 carbine in a case that he wore over his shoulder. He unzipped the case, took out the rifle, and made it ready to fire.

      “Who owns the house?” Cooper asked.

      “An Iranian businessman,” Ziggy said.

      “Iran is involved?”

      “They put up the money for the film. There won’t be any tears shed in Tehran if the Saudis get a bumpy ride after she’s made things uncomfortable for them.”

      “They don’t have clean hands on this. I’m surprised she’d take their money.”

      “I doubt she knows where it’s coming from,” Ziggy said. “There are a lot of shell companies to work through before you get to the truth.”

      Cooper nodded. He had worked in Saudi Arabia and Iran and knew that they were locked into a Middle Eastern cold war. They had fought for influence for years in a political and economic struggle that was given an added edge by the religious differences between the Sunni and Shia doctrines that dominated each country.

      The wind had picked up, howling now around the edge of the building. The glass in the windows had yet to be fitted, and the tarpaulins that covered the empty apertures cracked and snapped as the wind tugged at them. They had stopped at a store to buy bandanas that they could use to stop the sand from getting into their mouths and noses, and Cooper took out his now and wrapped it around his face.

      “Do you need me?” Ziggy said.

      “No,” Smith said. “Not until tomorrow.”

      “I’ll go back to the safe house, then. I’ve got a couple of channels I can monitor that might give me a heads-up if they move.”

      “Call us if you have anything,” Smith said.

      Ziggy said that he would, and bidding them both goodbye, he put on a windcheater and raised the hood so that it would protect his face from the sand. He descended the stairs and made his way along the street to the spot where he had parked his car.

      Smith finished checking the rifle and put it back in the case. “This should give us decent coverage,” he said. “You’ve used one before?”

      “Of course,” Cooper said.

      “Got a handgun?”

      Cooper pulled back his jacket to reveal the pistol that he had taken from the dead agent.

      Smith nodded. “Good. I’ll take the first watch.” He looked at his watch. “It’s just after midnight. Get some sleep. I’ll wake you at six, and we can swap.”
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      Cooper found a room downstairs that was protected from the storm by a tarpaulin that had been securely fastened to the bricks. There was nothing to sleep on save the bare concrete floor, but that didn’t matter; he had slept on surfaces that were much less comfortable than that. Despite that, he found it difficult to sleep. His mind turned back to his memories of Riyadh and what Aziz had done to Habib. He remembered watching the recording of his last moments and imagining that he saw reproach in his eyes: You let me down.

      It seemed as if he had only just closed his eyes when he was roused by a brisk shaking of his shoulders.

      “Wake up.”

      Cooper opened his eyes and looked up. Smith was crouched over him.

      “Is it six already?”

      “It’s four. I just had a call from Ziggy. We’ve had a message from the MI6 source in Riyadh. He’s found the safe house that Aziz has been using.”

      “He’s sure?

      “He says so.”

      “Where is it?”

      “The Dokki neighbourhood.”

      “I know it,” Cooper said. “It’s one of the slums.”

      “A good place to hide.”

      Cooper gestured in the direction of the house. “Or somewhere to take her once they get her.”

      Smith nodded. “I’m going to go and check it out. If they are there, I might be able to put an end to the threat before they get here.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      Smith shook his head. “You stay here and watch.”

      “I want Aziz.”

      “Which is the reason you’re staying here. I know you said this isn’t personal, but I didn’t believe you then, and I don’t believe you now. I’ve been doing this longer than you, and I’ve made the same mistake myself, more than once. He’s in your head. You won’t think clearly, and it’ll get you killed.”

      “No. I—”

      “This isn’t a debate,” Smith cut over him. “You’re Eleven—I’m One. That’s the way it’s going to be.” He brushed the sand off his trousers. “We keep in touch. I’ll tell you if he’s there; you tell me if she leaves. We’ll have to be adaptable.”
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      John Milton followed Ziggy’s instructions, driving across the city to the Dokki neighbourhood. The dwelling that had been reported as the Saudi safe house was in the Sudan Nest, a slum that had been allowed to grow until it was too large for the area that it had originally filled. Flimsy houses had been built cheek-by-jowl with lean-tos and shacks, the slum spreading like a rash across the face of the city. He could only get so far in his car before he had to get out and walk. He looked around and confirmed what he had thought when Ziggy told him Aziz was here: it was a perfect place to hide. It was still early, and despite the hour and the strengthening storm that whipped the sand through the streets, there were still plenty of Cairenes out and about; there must have been tens of thousands more sheltering indoors. Finding one abducted woman would have been a task beyond the most sophisticated intelligence agency, let alone a police department as riddled with corruption as Cairo’s.

      Poverty was endemic, with the beggars on every street corner and in every doorway seemingly oblivious to the fact that the pedestrians hurrying by with their heads down against the sand were only marginally less poor than they were, and unable to provide the sadka, or charity, that they required. It was just after five in the morning, and women were already braving the elements for their commute into richer areas where they would look after the houses and children of those who could afford to pay. Children, abandoned by parents who couldn’t afford the price of care, looked out at the storm through windows that had not been boarded up. Electricity, where it was available, was either stolen from illegal connections to overhead lines or provided by generators that belched fumes into the air. There was no formal sewage network, with waste slopping into septic tanks that were often old and faulty, effluent spilling from open cracks into the streets.

      Milton’s sense of direction was excellent, and he was able to follow the instructions he’d been given with just a couple of wrong turns. He was the only foreigner here, and despite the bandana that covered his face, he stood out like a sore thumb. A pair of children followed in his wake, trying to find the courage to come up to him and ask for change. Others watched him with suspicious eyes as he passed their windows and doorways.

      He turned the final corner and saw that the street became an alley that terminated against the walls of a building up ahead. A wide metal staircase led down from the building on his right to give access to the roof of the shorter building to his left, and a drift of trash had been allowed to gather beneath it. Ziggy’s instructions had been to find the dwelling opposite a dump where the Zabbaleen—the locals who lived off whatever they could make from collecting garbage—brought back the treasures that they had found in the gutters, sorting them into piles of cardboard, plastic, and metal so that they could be sold on for recycling. The locals had tried to secure the trash with tarpaulins that were weighed down with bricks, but the storm had quickly made a mockery of their efforts; it reached fingers beneath the gaps and yanked the covers away, returning in greater force to pick up scraps of garbage and fling them high into the air.

      He saw the open doorway of the safe house and realised, fifteen minutes and a mile walked too late, that they had been tricked.

      A man melted out of the storm behind him and pressed something hard into his kidneys. “Nice and easy.”

      “Please,” Milton protested while he scanned his surroundings for something that might give him a chance. “Please—don’t hurt me.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you if you do as you’re told.”

      “Take whatever you want. My wallet is in my jacket pocket.”

      The man reached an arm around and into Milton’s jacket; he found the pistol and removed it from the holster. “Thank you—I will.”

      He frisked Milton quickly and efficiently to ensure that he wasn’t carrying a secondary weapon, found none, and then removed his wallet from the inside pocket of his jacket.

      “You can relax,” Milton said. “I’m not going to put up a fight.”

      There were a handful of people on the street, but none of them were giving what was happening to Milton even a moment’s thought. The man behind him was professional and quick, but, even if bystanders had seen his plight, he knew none of them would come to his aid. He was a foreigner, obviously out of his depth, and whatever happened to him was his own fault.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” the man said over the noise of the wind. “We have a place over there, next to the falafel shack. You and I are going to walk over to it, nice and easy, and then we’re going to go inside. We’re going to stay there until the woman has been secured. If that happens without any problems, and provided you’ve been a good boy and you’ve cooperated with us, we’ll let you out, and you’ll get to go back to the embassy or the airport or wherever it is you want to go. Understand?”

      Milton said that he did.

      The man pressed the barrel of the gun into his ribs, and Milton started walking. He looked left and right for any sign of others; he knew that there had to be more than just one man but doubted that the Saudis would have a big enough team to split between this trap and whatever they had planned for al-Jabir. He scanned the faces of the storm-swept bystanders and saw either obliviousness or, if they had noticed what was happening, a languid curiosity. He didn’t see anyone who looked like they were watching with a professional interest, nor anyone in the dark maw of the building up ahead who might be waiting to welcome them.

      They couldn’t have sent just one man, could they?
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      Aisha Hasan al-Jabir looked out of the window of the house onto a different world. The development of houses had looked neat and tidy when she went to bed, with a well-made road of fresh asphalt and a series of expensive cars—BMWs, Porsches, Audis and the like—slotted on the driveways of the houses that had been completed. It had looked like exactly what it was: a high-end neighbourhood that catered to the elite of Cairene society. It looked very different now: sand coated everything, smoothing away the edges of the cars, turning lush green lawns red and orange, and forming shallow drifts on the windowsills. Visibility had been severely reduced, too, and, where last night she had been able to look out across the yard to the pyramids beyond, now she could only just make out the kidney-shaped pool.

      She turned her head to call out to Latimah. “Have you seen this?”

      “They said it would be bad,” her friend called back.

      “I can only just see across the street. It’s nuts. Do you think the conference will still go ahead?”

      “It will. I just called them. The delegates are staying on the Corniche. Most are in the InterContinental. It won’t be a big deal for them.”

      That was good news. Aisha had been working on the new film for six months, and she and her team had been putting in long hours to have it ready for the premiere today. She knew that it would have an explosive impact, but that was what she wanted. She had invested so much emotional energy into showing it for the first time that she knew she would have had a difficult comedown if it was to be postponed. At least that would be avoided now.

      They had made plans to leave the country soon afterwards. The Egyptian authorities were publicly friendly with their Saudi equivalents, but they had also given their tacit approval for her plan to show the film here. Aisha had been doing this for long enough to know that the Egyptians would benefit from casting a regional rival in a negative light and, in the event of blowback, they would say that they had not anticipated the content of the film given that she had refused them permission to vet it before it was shown.

      Aisha knew that she would need to go back into hiding afterwards, and Latimah had already laid out a plan to ensure that they remained safe. They would drive to Taba and cross the border into Israel, continuing north to a safe house in Haifa where she would undertake the press and PR responsibilities that were attendant on the release of a new film. Latimah had already lined up an interview with Time and had reported that interest from the other media outlets she had approached would crystalise the moment they saw the film and understood the impact it could have.

      They were going to detonate a bomb, and journalists would have no choice but to cover the aftermath.
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      The man with the gun shoved Milton in the back, sending him toward the open doorway. It was dark inside, and Milton waited a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. The building was little more than a shack, and the interior was empty save for a pile of recyclable plastic that appeared to have been pillaged from the larger collection outside. There was a door at the other end of the room, and there was just enough light for Milton to see that it was a bathroom. There were no other people waiting inside, confirming Milton’s hopeful suspicion that the Saudis had underestimated him by sending only one man.

      He would make sure that was a mistake that they regretted.

      Milton turned back. The man had stayed in the doorway, leaving five or six feet between himself and Milton. He flipped open Milton’s wallet and thumbed out his driving licence. The storm lashed down outside, but save little eddies of sand, there was enough shelter inside the shack to keep the worst of it out.

      “John Smith,” he read out. “Not your real name?”

      “Of course it’s my real name.”

      “Please,” the man said. He thumbed the cards out, one by one, and let them fall to the floor. He dropped the wallet, too, and reached into his pocket for a plastic zip tie. “We’re going to stay here for a couple of hours. You’re going to be quiet and do what you’re told. If you cause me any problems at all—if you even look at me the wrong way—I’ll put a bullet in your head. Are we clear?”

      “I told you—I’m not going to give you any trouble.”

      “Good. Turn around and put your hands together.”

      “You don’t need to do that…”

      The man stepped forward and raised the gun.

      “Last chance. Turn around.” He took another step, his eyes bulging with sudden anger. “Turn around and put your—”

      Milton waited until the man took a third step, then reached up with his left hand and grabbed his hand, ducking his head so that it was away from the centreline. He circled his right hand up and across, using the edge of his fingers to chop into the man’s wrist. The action was simultaneous: Milton shoved with his left hand just as his right hand struck, and, with his right hand as a fulcrum, was able to twist the man’s hand back. Then, his grip loosened, he yanked the gun and took it himself.

      “Idiot,” Milton muttered, pointing the gun at the man’s face.

      The man rubbed his wrist.

      “Where are the others?”

      The man glowered at him, his pride stung by the ease with which Milton had disarmed him, and didn’t answer.

      “Where’s Aziz?”

      The man spat at Milton’s feet.

      There was no time for gentle persuasion; Milton lowered his aim and fired a single round into the man’s thigh. He screamed and dropped to his knees.

      “Where is he?”

      “You shot me!”

      “You’ve got another leg.”

      The man looked away and held up his hand as if that might stop a second bullet.

      “Last chance. Where is he?”

      “They’ve gone to get her.”

      “How? At the house?”

      He gritted his teeth. Milton pressed the barrel against his forehead.

      “They’ll take her on the road.”

      “How many of them?”

      “Four.”

      “Thank you. Now—drop the zip tie, please, and turn around.”

      The man no longer had any doubt that Milton was dangerous, and that it would be unwise to call his bluff. He dropped the tie to the floor and shuffled around, pressing his wrists together. Milton made a loop with the tie, slid it around both wrists, and pulled it until it was tight.

      He collected his bank cards from the floor and put them back into his wallet, then retrieved his phone and called Eleven.

      “It was a trick. The intel was planted to smoke us out. Where are you?”

      “Still at the house.”

      “Is she there?”

      “They’re getting ready to leave.”

      “You need to follow them—they’re going to take her on the road.”

      Eleven muttered a curse. “How many?”

      “Four men and they’ll all be armed. I’m on my way, but I’m at least fifteen minutes from my car and then however long it’ll take me to get across town. You’re on your own.”

      Milton ended the call and set off, leaving the Saudi agent in the gloom of the building and stepping out into the teeth of the storm.
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      Latimah looked at her watch. “We need to be going,” she said.

      “Already?” Aisha said. “I’m not due onstage for another three hours.”

      “I want to be there early to check that everything’s been done properly, and it’s going to take longer to drive when it’s like this. We don’t want to rush.”

      “Fair enough. I’m ready when you are. I’ll get my stuff.”

      Aisha went into their bedroom, put her laptop into its sleeve, and slid it into her bag. She went and stood by the mirror and looked at her reflection. She was dressed in a trouser suit with a white shirt. She had chosen her outfit to look as professional and sober as she could. The content of her film was inflammatory, and she didn’t want to undercut the message she wanted to deliver by drawing attention to herself. She knew that she had become the story for some people, and that was something that she regretted and wanted to change. The stories of the women she had interviewed were more important than her own background. The fact that she had to stay in hiding, appearing for these guerrilla events and then disappearing again, had cast her as something of an outlaw. She would milk that for all it was worth when they needed to get the story into the newspapers and on television, but she countenanced that only because it gave her access to the platforms where she could shout the loudest.

      “You’re so vain,” Latimah said.

      Aisha turned and saw that she was watching her from the doorway with an amused expression on her face.

      “Don’t stare—it’s rude.”

      Latimah came and stood behind her and wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “I can’t help it when you look so lovely.”

      She kissed Aisha on the ear and then allowed her to wriggle free.

      “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

      Latimah grinned and then went over to the nightstand, collected something from the drawer, and then came back. “I’ve got something for you.”

      She held out her hand so that Aisha could see the brooch that nestled, face up, in her palm. Aisha took it and saw that it bore the likeness of Anbara Salam Khalidi, the Lebanese writer who was the founder of one of the earliest women’s societies in the Middle East.

      “Did you know she travelled to London after the First World War?” Aisha said. “She was involved with the suffragettes and brought their ideas back to Lebanon. She might have been the first Arabian feminist.”

      “I know that you couldn’t have had a better inspiration for your work.”

      Aisha had named the body that oversaw her work after Khalidi; the Foundation bore her name and promoted the principles that she had espoused. Aisha gave the brooch back to Latimah and stood still while she pinned it to the lapel of her suit. Latimah straightened out the jacket and then stood back so that she could admire her handiwork.

      “Perfect.”

      Aisha stepped up to her and kissed her on the lips. “Thank you for everything. I wouldn’t be able to do any of this without you.”

      “I know you wouldn’t,” Latimah said, trying—and failing—to keep a straight face.

      Aisha took a deep breath. “Ready when you are, then. Shall we make a move?”
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      Cooper looked out of the window at the two women who stepped out of the house. With their arms across their faces to shield them from the sand, they crossed the driveway to the Mercedes that was parked there. They got in, and a moment later, the lights flicked on and glowed through the murk. It was difficult to be sure with the sand reducing visibility so much, but he was confident that al-Jabir was the woman who got into the passenger seat.

      He looked at his watch: she wasn’t due at the conference for three hours. They must have decided to arrive early.

      Cooper collected the rifle, hurried through the unfinished house, and exited at the rear. He went to his rental car and slipped inside, standing the carbine in the footwell, starting the engine, and flicking the wipers to clear the sand that the storm had deposited on the windscreen. He thought about what Smith had told him; the Saudis were going to try to take al-Jabir on the road. If he was right, then it was more likely that they would do it soon, before she reached the wider thoroughfares that would provide more scope for evasion. The roads around the development were narrow, never more than two lanes. If the Saudis were good—and he knew they were: Aziz wouldn’t have earned such a fearsome reputation without getting results—it would be a simple matter for them to stop the car, abduct al-Jabir, and disappear into the city with her.

      The sand hung in the air, turning the light a dull orange and reducing visibility to just a few feet. The wind had picked up again in the last ten minutes, and Cooper was no longer able to make out anything about the house beyond an indistinct blur. He tapped the accelerator and edged forward, rolling down the road just until he saw the glow of headlights as al-Jabir’s car came off the drive and turned onto the street. The car turned to the west, and Cooper drew a little closer until he was able to see the three-pointed star of the Mercedes logo, together with the first three numbers of the registration plate.

      He dabbed the brakes to let the Mercedes pull away a little. He didn’t want to be close enough to spook them, but neither did he want to be so far away that he was unable to act if—when, he corrected himself—the Saudis made their move.

      He had studied the map while he was watching the house and had worked out what he thought was the most likely route that the driver would follow to get al-Jabir to the conference. They would probably head east through Abou Rawash and Nahya before crossing the river at Zamalek for the final drive to the south. Cooper estimated that, with traffic, it would take thirty minutes for them to reach their destination.

      The brake lights of the Mercedes pulsed through the clouds of sand, and the car slowed to a stop as it reached a junction. Cooper reached into his jacket for the pistol and popped the retaining strap that held it snugly in the holster. He had checked the weapon carefully and had been careful to ensure that it was kept safe from the sand as much as possible. He was still hopeful that he wouldn’t need it, but if he did, a misfire because sand and grit had got into the mechanism would likely prove fatal. He had the carbine, too, if he needed more firepower.

      The brake lights flicked off, and the Mercedes rolled out to join the main road. The driver turned right rather than the left that Cooper had been expecting, and picked up speed along the Cairo-Alexandria Desert Road. Cooper recalled enough of the map to know that they would enter the city through Giza.

      Cooper picked up his phone and called Smith.

      No answer.

      He called Ziggy.

      “I’m here—what’s happening?”

      “They’re on the move. Have you spoken to Smith?”

      “No,” Ziggy said. “Why?”

      “It was a trap.”

      “And Milt—” Ziggy stopped himself. “And Smith?”

      “He’s fine. He got away from them. He said Aziz will try to take her on the road. You need to tell Control. If he has any assets in the area he hasn’t mentioned, now would be a good time to get them here.”

      “He doesn’t,” Ziggy said. “It’s just you.”

      “That’s what Smith said.”

      “I’d offer to see what I can find, but it’d be a waste of time. They’re onto us. They’ll go dark now.”

      “Tell Control,” Cooper repeated. “Call me if you get anything at all.”

      “There is one thing that might help. I’ve found a number for al-Jabir.”

      “How…” He stopped. “Never mind.”

      “Do you want me to call her?”

      He thought about that. If Smith was right and al-Jabir’s car was about to be attacked, he could improve her odds if he warned them. On the other hand, if he warned them, then he could inadvertently tip off Aziz and lose his chance to take him down.

      Cooper badly wanted that, but he wasn’t as twisted by the Group as Smith clearly was; he had never been comfortable with the idea of dangling an oblivious third party as bait, and it would be immoral not to provide al-Jabir with a warning now that Smith’s plan had been so radically changed.

      “Call her,” he said. “Call her and then transfer the call to me.”
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      Aisha looked out of the window in the vain hope that they might be able to see the necropolis. They were on the road that ran to the north of it, but the wind was picking up so much sand that she could barely see beyond the palm trees that separated the asphalt from the scrubby verge beyond. Latimah had been forced to slow right down, and, as Aisha looked across at the dash, she saw that they were travelling at just a little over thirty miles an hour on a road that was designated for twice that.

      “It was never this bad in Riyadh,” Latimah said. “Look at it! I can’t see more than fifty feet ahead.”

      “There’s no need to hurry. We’ve got ages.”

      “You’re lucky.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because you’ve got someone like me to make sure your schedule is flexible enough that this doesn’t matter.”

      Aisha smiled but didn’t reply. She knew that it was true: she was lucky. She had fallen in love with Latimah almost as soon as the older woman had started working for the Foundation. They both knew that there was no possibility that they could live together in Saudi Arabia, where the gay community had no rights and the punishments for acts of homosexuality included chemical castration, flogging, life imprisonment and death. Aisha had always kept her sexuality to herself, but Latimah had not been so closeted. She had fallen foul of the mutawa on more than one occasion and had already decided that her life lay outside the Kingdom before she met Aisha. The two of them had concluded that their relationship was providential: the Foundation had plans to shame the clerics, which meant that it could not operate from Riyadh, and they could only conduct their relationship in the open in a more liberal country. They had chosen Lebanon as somewhere that, while not as liberal as Europe, was much more relaxed and still close enough to Saudi Arabia for their work.

      Latimah pointed out of the window in the direction that would usually have provided a splendid view of the necropolis. “We’ll come back and look at the pyramids another day,” she said.

      Aisha felt her phone buzzing in her pocket. “Someone’s calling me.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know.” She took out the phone and looked at the screen. “I don’t recognise the number.”

      “Leave it.”

      Aisha ignored her advice, took the call, and put it on the speaker.

      “Miss al-Jabir?”

      “Yes. Who is this?”

      “My name is Ambrose. I work for MI6—British intelligence.”

      She shared a look of concern with Latimah. “I know what MI6 is. What do you want?”

      “We think you’re in danger.”

      She laughed. “I’m always in danger.”

      “Not generally,” the man said insistently. “Specifically. Now. Right now.”

      “Who did you say you were?”

      There was impatience in the man’s tone. “Ambrose, but my name doesn’t matter. You need to listen to me—you need to listen and listen carefully. They know you’re going to the InterContinental. We think they’re going to attack you on the road before you get there. You need to turn around, get off the main roads, and get away from the city.”

      Latimah looked in the rear-view mirror, but there was too much sand in the air for her to see anything; she shook her head.

      “Miss al-Jabir,” the man said, “please. You need to turn around now.”

      Aisha felt a flush of anger. “No,” she said. “I’m not going to do that. I have no idea who you are or why you think I should trust you. I’ve been running from them for months, and if you think that a vague threat is going to stop me from doing what I came here to do, then—”

      “Aisha!”

      She turned her head just in time to see the car that ran directly at them from a turning to the left. Its lights were off, and the engine, in a high gear, whined loudly enough to be audible over the whipping of the wind. Latimah turned the wheel to swerve away, but it was hopeless; the car was moving much too fast and had taken them by surprise. It slammed into the driver’s side door with a thunderous impact that caused the rear end to skid inward for a moment before the rubber bit on the road and the Mercedes flipped over onto its roof. Aisha grabbed onto the seat as the car rolled once, twice, and then a third time, bouncing off the road and tumbling between the trees until, finally, it came to a stop.

      Aisha was dazed and felt a pressure against her shoulders that she couldn’t explain until she opened her eyes and saw that she was upside down, the seatbelt holding her there. She looked down at the ceiling of the car and saw fat gobbets of blood falling, each drop splashing against the beige fabric. She heard a groan and, wincing with the pain, turned her head; Latimah wasn’t in her seat. Aisha blinked the film of blood from her eyes and looked around again; her partner lay sprawled across the rear of what had been the ceiling.

      “Latimah!”

      “I’m okay,” she groaned.

      Aisha fumbled with the button to release her belt, but before she could manage it, she saw two sets of legs through the smashed side windows. Two men, pistols visible in hands that were held down at their sides, were making their way to the wreck that they had just caused.
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      Cooper was fifty feet behind the Mercedes when he heard the whine of an engine and, looking left, saw a vehicle—a large car, he thought—pull out of a junction and quickly accelerate. The driver of the Mercedes tried to avoid the crash, but she was too slow, and it was dealt a hard blow to the side; the impact sent it into a clockwise spin that turned into a roll. The Mercedes crashed onto its roof and then flipped three times: one time, off the road; a second time, between the trees; and a third time, ending in the sand and scree that marked the start of the desert.

      Cooper stamped on the brakes and reached for the carbine. He had just opened the door when a second vehicle pulled onto the main road from somewhere off to the right and raced to the spot where the Mercedes had left the road. Cooper pulled up his bandana to keep the sand from his mouth, but it was in vain; he felt it against his tongue and down his throat, and the grit stung his skin and scraped at his eyes.

      He ignored the discomfort and walked forward towards the three vehicles. Visibility was negligible now, and all he could see was the glow of the lights: the red of the Mercedes, on its roof and angled to the side so that only one light was visible; the headlights of the car that had struck the Mercedes and spun so that it was facing him; and, as he drew closer, the lights and then the shape of the last vehicle to arrive. It was a van, and as he drew closer, he saw movement. Dark shapes flitted through the orange, scurrying from the van and the car toward the beached Mercedes.

      Cooper narrowed his eyes to try to keep the sand out and raised the carbine so that the butt was pressed between his shoulder and chin. He saw a starburst of light and heard the crack of a gunshot. He heard a shouted command, the words lost in the wind, and another scream.

      He raised his arm, took aim at one of the blurred shapes, and pulled the trigger. The gun barked and recoil punched into his shoulder; the target was too close for Cooper to miss, even with the weather, and he didn’t. The figure dropped out of sight as Cooper blinked more sand from his eyes and took aim at a second shadow. He fired and, with his target farther back, missed.

      He swore, reached up with his free hand to wipe away the sand, and flinched as a bullet thwipped through the air just above his head. He stayed low and retreated behind his car as another bullet and then another was fired at him. A round crashed through the windscreen above his head, a neat little hole with spiderwebs that cracked the glass. He looked around the corner of the wing and saw movement at the van, the shapes of two people at the door to the side and then none as the doors closed and the van lurched away.

      It had to be Aziz.

      He went around to the driver’s side door of his car, got back in, and stamped down on the accelerator. The rubber bit on the asphalt, and he surged ahead, the sudden momentum pushing him back in his seat. There was a gunman in the road, dead ahead, and he ducked down as a round slammed through the windscreen and out the back just a moment before there was a heavy thump and a shudder. A body was thrown up on to the bonnet and then onto the windscreen. Cooper couldn’t see where he was going and slammed on the brakes. The deceleration sent the body back down the bonnet and onto the road; Cooper hit the gas again, and the car jerked once and then twice as the wheels ran over whoever it was who had just been struck.

      The storm closed around Cooper like a fist, hiding the van and everything else. It had to be ahead, so he stared into the orange gloom and pushed down on the pedal, picking up speed as he tried to spot the obstacles that lay in his way.
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      Aziz looked in the side mirror, but it was impossible to see anything amid the swirling orange of the sand.

      Al-Faisal squinted into the driver’s side mirror, too. “Where is he?”

      “I can’t see him.”

      “Maybe you hit him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Aziz gritted his teeth and tightened his hands around the butt of the MP5. Had he hit him? It was possible, but he didn’t think so. Visibility was so bad that it would have required outlandish luck to have been able to make the shot from such a long range. He had learned over the years that only fools relied on good fortune, and, because of that, he would proceed now on the basis that whoever had fired upon them was still alive and, most likely, somewhere behind them.

      Aziz flicked the fire selector to burst. “Did you see what happened to Malik?”

      “I saw him go down,” al-Faisal said.

      Aziz cursed. It was Ambrose; it had to be him. Their ruse had worked, but only to a point; the man who had taken the bait at the safe house in the slum wasn’t him. Almajid had called, had reported that the name of the man in his custody was John Smith, and then had described him. The differences—especially the blue eyes and the scar on his face—were such that it had to be someone new, an agent Aziz hadn’t met before. Riyadh had told him that Ambrose was alone, and it appeared that they had been wrong—and not for the first time. The British had sent additional assets to assist Ambrose, and this man—Smith—was evidently one of them. Were there more? Aziz had to assume so.

      Al-Faisal had the van up to fifty, but he dared not push it any more than that. The risk of a crash was much worse with the visibility ahead so restricted. At least this road was wide and, for Cairo at least, relatively quiet. It would be busier the nearer they got to the centre of the city.

      Al-Faisal glanced over. “The embassy?”

      “Eyes on the road,” Aziz chided. “And yes—the embassy. I’ll call ahead now.”

      “No,” the woman said from the back. “I don’t want to go to the embassy.”

      Aziz couldn’t prevent the chuckle. “I don’t care what you want—that’s where you’re going. And you know what’ll happen after that?”

      She didn’t answer. Aziz turned in his seat to look back at the two of them: al-Jabir and another woman whom he thought he recognised from his briefing as someone who worked for al-Jabir’s organisation. They sat with their hands in their laps, their faces ashen. He had secured their wrists with zip ties, but he’d had to do it in the back of the van as al-Faisal drove them away, so it hadn’t been possible to get them to put their hands behind their backs. It wouldn’t matter. The ties were too strong for them to be able to free their wrists, and there wasn’t really anything that they could do with him watching.

      “We’ll discuss who else has been helping you make your film, and then, when you’ve given us their names, you’ll be drugged and sent back home in a crate. After that?” He shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t care.”
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      Aisha waited for Aziz to turn around and look away from her. She wasn’t going to the embassy. She knew that if they delivered her and Latimah there, then their lives would be over. She also knew that these two men would never let either of them go. She doubted that they would return them to Riyadh; it was far more likely that they would get what they needed and then murder them both. She knew of people who had disappeared in similar circumstances, swept up off the street and never seen again. Why would these two take the chance of flying them home, in a crate or otherwise? What would be the point? They would already have everything they wanted, and it would be more convenient to simply dispose of them. They could charge them and try them, of course, but it would be a sham. It would also risk opprobrium from abroad, and she doubted that they would consider that the upsides were worth the aggravation of keeping the two of them alive.

      No. If she and Latimah didn’t get away from them now, they were finished.

      She looked over at her partner. “Okay?” she mouthed.

      Latimah nodded.

      Raising her bound hands as though she were adjusting her collar, Aisha reached for the brooch that she had given her and unclipped it, pushing the long pin down and then away from the catch. The brooch was large, and the pin was reasonably long and sturdy enough to hold it in place. She hid the brooch in her palm, dropped her hands back into her lap where they would be hidden from easy view, and carefully worked the pin around on the swivel so that it extended right out beyond the edge of her fist.

      She shared a look with Latimah; the nod that Latimah returned was all she needed. She had to do something.

      She looked from the driver to Aziz and back again and waited for the right moment.
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      Aziz took out his phone and spoke to their handler at the embassy to let them know that they were on their way. He confirmed that they just had to get off the street and go through the gates; there was a ramp that would take them down into the underground garage, and then, once they were safely there, he would be able to relax. They would be on Saudi soil, and there would be nothing that Ambrose or the local authorities or anyone else would be able to do.

      They would start right away, with al-Faisal getting to work on the women. Al-Jabir was the prize that they had been sent to secure, but Aziz knew the conspiracy to embarrass the country did not stop with her. She was at the head of a network of activists, and Aziz and the others would use her knowledge to gather up anyone else who had been foolish enough to cast in their lot with her. Aziz had always been good at that; he rooted around, found links and connections, and then leveraged those to find more. Having al-Faisal here would move things along at a much faster pace.

      The road led them through the desert, with the pyramids somewhere to the south. They would be in the city proper soon and would need to follow the Nile north until they arrived at the embassy. It would normally have taken half an hour from here, but Aziz guessed that it would take double that today. He felt vulnerable, with wide spaces on either side and the road more or less empty. He would feel better once they were in the city again, better able to take a less obvious route and with other vehicles to help them hide.

      He looked into the mirror again and saw the gleam of headlights cutting through the sand behind them. He stared as a car quickly closed the distance between them, the details becoming more obvious the nearer it drew: the windscreen was cracked with a bullet hole, and a wing mirror had been broken off.

      Al-Faisal muttered a curse under his breath. “Is it him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “There’s more than one?”

      “I don’t know,” he snapped. “Faster.”

      Aziz took the MP5, pressed the button to wind down the window, and leaned out, the sand whipping against his skin. The car was close enough now for him to see the driver: it was Ambrose, a grimace of determination on his face. Ambrose noticed the submachine gun and hit the brakes to put distance between them and make for a more difficult shot.

      Aziz flicked the fire selector to full auto, did his best to aim at the car, and pulled the trigger.
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      Aisha shrank back at the sound of the gun as the man discharged it out of the window. She had never heard gunfire at such close range before and was shocked at how loud it was. The man—she had heard him referred to as Omar by the second man—cursed loudly, said that he had missed, and then took aim for a second time.

      The two men were distracted: the driver was concentrating on the road ahead, and Omar’s attention was on the car that was racing along behind them.

      She doubted that she would get a better opportunity than this.

      She looked over at Latimah again.

      It was now or never.
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        * * *

      

      Cooper flinched as a round punched another hole through the windscreen, and then a second drilled through the glass just above it. He tried to dip down beneath the lip of the dashboard, but, as he slid back in the seat, a fresh burst chugged out from the side of the van. It was more accurate than the last, with four rounds tattooing the glass in a diagonal from top left to bottom right. One nicked the top of Cooper’s ear, chewing through the cartilage and burning the skin. The final round pounded in and out of his right shoulder, punching into the upholstery of the seat. Cooper tried to turn the wheel, but the effort sent a buzz of pain up his neck that was so vicious that his vision dimmed. He used his left hand instead, swerving across the road as another fusillade hurtled toward him, a round striking and taking off the remaining wing mirror.

      He risked a quick glance down at his shoulder: it looked as if the bullet had sliced in through the flesh and muscle rather than bone, but that was bad enough; he could feel the warm blood running down his sleeve.

      He couldn’t let it stop him.

      He stayed to the left of the van, using the vehicle as cover to keep him away from the shooter in the passenger seat. He took a breath, gritted his teeth against the steady throb of pain, and pushed down on the pedal. The car was much faster than the van, and he was able to regain the distance that he had lost.

      Forty miles an hour.

      Fifty.

      The van was twenty feet away, then fifteen, then five.

      Sixty.

      Cooper stomped down and aimed at the rear wing, hoping to clip it hard enough to spin the van around.
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        * * *

      

      Aziz knew that he had hit Ambrose at least once—he had seen the grimace of pain on his face—but now he had moved the car onto the other side of the van, right into the blind spot where Aziz couldn’t get at him.

      “I can’t see him,” he said to al-Faisal.

      Al-Faisal looked into his side mirror. “I can only see the edge of the bumper.”

      “He must be right behind us. Go right.”

      “What?”

      Aziz felt the red flash of rage and reached across the cabin to put a hand on the wheel. “Go right!”

      He sensed movement from behind and felt a thump against his neck. There was a second thump and then a third, all in rapid succession, and, as he turned, he saw al-Jabir with something in her fist. He still had his hand on the wheel, and as he tried to bring his shoulder up to protect his neck, he dragged it through a quarter turn.

      The van skidded out, tipped onto two wheels, and then fell back onto all four, but, instead of the road ahead of them, all he saw was the gloom of the desert and then, directly ahead, the trunk of a banyan tree.
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        * * *

      

      Cooper clipped the rear wing of the van just as it swung drunkenly to the right. The impact and the sudden movement tipped it onto two wheels, but the driver was able to bring it back down before it toppled over. The manoeuvre might have restored its equilibrium, but it came at a cost: the van swerved wildly and crashed through a fringe of scrub at the side of the road before carving a path through the sand and slamming into the trunk of a large tree.

      Cooper switched his foot from the accelerator to the brakes, stamping down hard and skidding to a stop fifty yards along the road from where the van had gone off. The pain in his shoulder was crippling, and the blood had reached his wrist, droplets running down into his palm. He wiped his hand on his trousers and used his left hand to reach across the cabin for the carbine. He propped it between his knees for a moment, used the same hand to open his door, and then, collecting the rifle one-handed, he stepped out into the storm.
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      Aziz sat in his seat, dazed and confused. The impact with the tree had been sudden, jerking him forward to strike his forehead against the dashboard before the seat belt bit and he was flung back into his seat. He saw darkness at the edges of his vision, and dimly aware that he was in danger, he blinked hard until it receded again. There was pain everywhere: his head felt as if it were being squeezed in a vice, there was hot vomit in his throat, and his neck felt as if he had been stung by a bee. He turned his head toward al-Faisal and saw that he wasn’t there; the windscreen was gone, and he saw a body fifteen feet away on the other side of the tree. Al-Faisal always forgot to wear his seat belt, and it looked like his lapse had killed him.

      He heard a groan behind him, and with another wince from the pain, he swivelled around so that he could look to see who it was. Al-Jabir and her friend were sprawled in their seats, their belts anchoring them in place. Al-Jabir’s arm flopped loosely in her lap, and her hand, the fingertips wet with blood, had fallen open. Below it on the floor was the brooch that she had been wearing. Aziz realised that she had used it to stab him.

      He felt a surge of rage, but quickly tamped it down again. Ambrose had been behind them and must already be out of his car, headed for the van. He had to get out and get away before Ambrose could reach them.

      He unclipped his belt and tried to open the door. It was jammed: the frame of the van had been buckled by the impact. He put his shoulder to it, barging it once and then twice before it sprang open, and he toppled out onto the ground outside.

      He stumbled up to his feet and staggered to regain his balance, the effort dizzying him.

      He probably had a concussion, but that didn’t matter, either.

      He just needed to move.
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      Cooper approached the van. It had ploughed straight into the tree and had come off second best: the bonnet was wrapped around the trunk, the wings on either side had crumpled, and the windscreen had been punched out. He raised the carbine, gritting his teeth against the pain in his shoulder as he wedged the stock against it, and tightened his finger on the trigger. The body of a man had been thrown through the windscreen and out beyond the tree. Cooper blinked his eyes against the sand and stepped forward until he was close enough to see that it was the older man who had been with Aziz. The man wasn’t moving, and, from the unnatural sprawl of his body, Cooper could tell that he was dead.

      He went over to the van, and, with the barrel of the carbine raised and his finger on the trigger, he looked inside. The driver and passenger seats were empty, but he could see al-Jabir and the other woman in the back.

      Cooper reached for the door and yanked it open. “Aisha.”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Who’s gone?”

      “The man… Saudi… Omar.”

      “Which way?”

      She nodded in the direction of the desert. “He’s hurt. I stabbed him.”

      “Both of you need to stay here,” Cooper said.

      “He has a gun.”

      “Stay here,” he repeated. “Unclip your belts and get ready to move. I’m coming back.”

      He backed away, and raising the rifle again, he walked away from the van. He looked down and found footsteps in the sand. The wind was already beginning to fill them again, but they were still distinct enough for him to follow them through the curtain of sand. The effort of keeping the carbine level was painful, and he could feel the blood soaking the sleeve of his jacket; he had to lower his arm for a moment, and as his armpit closed, he felt a warm stickiness in the sodden fabric.

      He couldn’t stop.

      He thought of Habib and what had been done to him.

      Aziz was responsible for that and who knew what else.

      He couldn’t allow him to slip away.
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      Cooper followed the footprints into the desert. The wind was strong, cocooning him in a shifting veil of sand and dirt and grit. His bandana kept the worst of it out of his mouth and nose, but there was nothing to keep it out of his eyes. He ducked his head and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. The rifle grew heavier with every passing minute, but he tightened his grip and ignored the discomfort and pushed on. His mind replayed the images that he had seen of Habib’s demise; he remembered the absence of hope in his eyes, the acceptance that whatever came next couldn’t be worse than what had preceded it. He saw Aziz’s face and recalled the way that he had spoken to him at the conference. There was a confidence there that went beyond bluster; he had operated without consequence for so long he believed he could act with impunity and do whatever he wanted, wherever he wanted, to whomever he chose.

      That would end today.

      The ground started to ascend, and Cooper climbed, his feet slipping against loose shale and scree, the wind slamming into him and scouring his skin. The hill plateaued and then started to slope down again.

      The footsteps continued down the hill. Cooper followed, struggling to keep his balance on the uncertain terrain. He leaned backwards and almost slipped, catching himself just in time. The storm had strengthened yet again, and the veil of sand was now almost impenetrable. Cooper had no choice but to close his eyes. He tried to brace himself against the wind, but he was weak, and it was hungry and powerful; he stumbled to the right, his ankle catching against something so that he tripped and crashed down onto his side.

      The rifle slipped out of his grip. He fumbled for it, his fingers plunging into the sand, but he couldn’t find it. Instead, he felt something hard. Squinting and moving his face closer, he could see it was a shoe and, above it, an ankle and lower leg. The body shifted slightly, causing the sand to fall away, and he could see now that it was Aziz. He was on his back, his arm raised across his face to keep the sand out.

      Cooper crawled so that he was sat astride him.

      Aziz struggled, but he was weaker than Cooper. He turned his head to reveal bloody wounds on the side of his neck. Cooper saw a series of puncture wounds and the blood that was running out of them. Aisha had said that she had stabbed him; Cooper saw the damage that she had done and knew that it would be terminal unless he was treated.

      Cooper grabbed Aziz by the hair and jerked his head around so that he was looking up into his face.

      “Help me,” the man rasped.

      Cooper locked eyes with him and shook his head. “She killed you—al-Jabir did. I’d finish you off, but that’d be too good for you. I’m going to leave you here—you can suffocate on the sand or bleed to death. I don’t care.”

      “We’re… we’re…”

      Cooper leaned closer. “What?”

      “We’re… the same.”

      “We’re not the same, you piece of shit.”

      “You like it, don’t you?” Aziz coughed on a mouthful of sand. “Watching someone die.”

      Cooper shook his head. “No. I don’t need to watch. You can die alone.”

      He shuffled off his body, got to his feet, and stumbled away. Aziz called out something, but his words were lost in the howl of the wind. Cooper walked backwards until he couldn’t see Aziz any longer, then turned away from him and followed his own footsteps back to the van.
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      Cooper and Smith stood at the side of the stage and watched as the organiser of the conference, a demure woman whom he had seen around the hotel over the course of the last few days, came out and made her way to the lectern.

      “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” she said, smiling as she waited for the conversation to subside. “Thank you. My name is Fatima al-Busaidi, and I’m on the board of the organising committee for this wonderful conference. It’s great to see all of you here, especially given the inclement weather, so thank you so much for braving it to be with us today. I’m here to tell you that there has been a change to the schedule. Our closing session will now be a chat with Aisha Hasan al-Jabir.” There were gasps of surprise from the audience. “I realise that this is a very late change, but when Aisha told us that she wanted to show her new film here, it was something that we couldn’t possibly ignore. We’ve kept this quiet for security reasons. As you’ll all know, there have been numerous attempts on her life, and we believe that there are people—very powerful people—who would much rather she was quiet. I’m happy to say that she’s here with us this afternoon and that being quiet is the last thing on her mind. Ladies and gentlemen—please welcome Aisha to the stage.”

      The audience applauded as Aisha walked out of the wings, made her way to the two comfortable chairs in the middle of the stage, and sat down. There were bottles of water and two microphones on the small table that separated the chairs. Aisha reached for one of the microphones and waited for the host to take the second chair.

      Cooper adjusted his shoulder to ease the discomfort. Smith had taken him and both of the women to a doctor who had been recommended by the quartermaster, and she had tended to the gunshot wounds to Cooper’s ear and shoulder. The former was minor, with just a half-inch of flesh blasted off; the wound to his shoulder was worse, but her examination revealed that the slug had passed in and then out without doing serious damage. She had cleaned the entry and exit wounds, applied gauzes, and then secured them in place with a bandage.

      Cooper turned to Smith. “She looks okay.”

      “A little bruised,” Smith replied, his voice low.

      After finishing with Cooper, the doctor had checked both Aisha and Latimah and had confirmed that they had not been badly hurt, Aisha had banged her head, but the doctor said that she didn’t appear to have been concussed and was, as far as she was concerned, fit to continue to the conference. Cooper doubted that the diagnosis would have had any bearing on what she had chosen to do.

      “It could’ve been worse,” he said. “She was lucky.”

      “Lucky you were there.”

      Cooper had realised in the short time that he had known Smith that he was a taciturn man, and that this was the nearest thing that he had said that could be equated to praise.

      The host picked up the second microphone and tapped it to ensure that it was live. “Thank you,” she said to the audience, and then turned to Aisha. “And thank you. Thank you for asking to speak to us today, and for the risks that you’ve faced to do that.”

      Aisha smiled. “Thank you for having me. I think, before I get started, I should explain why I look like I do.” She gave a rueful smile as she pointed up to the bruises on her face.

      Cooper held his breath. Aisha had wanted to begin the session by telling the delegates about Aziz’s failed attempt to kidnap her, but Smith had counselled that that would not be a wise course of action. It would certainly start her session with a bang, but it could easily make things much more difficult for her. It was one thing for the Egyptian authorities to agree to the conference being here at all; the fact that Aisha was here without their knowledge would, he had said, have driven them to distraction, but he doubted that they would risk the bad PR by seeking to remove her from the stage. But revealing that Aziz had been sent to abduct her would lead to a diplomatic incident. If she went further and said that Aziz had almost succeeded in his attempt, but that he had been foiled by two British agents who had then killed him and his men, then the Cairene authorities would have no choice but to become involved. It would likely mean that Aisha would be prevented from leaving the country, and if that happened, it would be impossible to predict what might come next.

      She had listened silently to Smith’s arguments as they drove into the city. Cooper could tell that she was desperate to reveal everything—how the regime in Riyadh had sanctioned her kidnap and worse on the soil of a neighbour, and how revelations like that would give her film even more momentum than it already had. Smith had said that it was her choice what she did or didn’t say, and she had told him that she would think about it.

      Cooper watched her now as she turned her face so that the screens at the side of the stage could show the black and purple contusions from where she had bumped her head.

      “You might see these and think the worst,” she said, “but I’m afraid it’s more mundane than that. We had an accident while we were driving into the city today. The car doesn’t look like it can be fixed, but I’m happy to say that I’ll be fine.”

      Smith nodded his satisfaction. Cooper turned from him to glance over at the front row where Latimah was watching; she glared back at him, obviously unhappy that Aisha had been persuaded to be diplomatic with the truth.

      The interviewer asked Aisha about the film that they were going to show, and she spoke eloquently about women’s rights and how change needed to happen; she spoke about Saudi Arabia, but didn’t reserve her criticism for them alone, saying that improvements would have to be made across the entire Arab world. Cooper looked over to where the Egyptian delegation were watching and saw them shift nervously in their seats. Cooper looked back to the stage; Aisha was oblivious to their discomfort and spoke with passion and without fear. She had more guts than almost anyone Cooper had met.

      Smith touched him on the elbow. “We need to go.”

      He had spoken to Control and had received clear orders that they were not to interfere. Smith had anticipated correctly that London would not even have wanted them to drive Aisha and Latimah into the city, so had waited to call until after they had arrived. Control told them that tickets would be arranged for them to leave the country as soon as practicable, and that someone from Group Five had bought them seats on separate flights; Smith would head to Casablanca and Cooper to Madrid. Ziggy was already in the air and on his way to Rome. They would each wait for a day before continuing to London to be debriefed.

      Smith made his way to the exit at the side of the auditorium. Cooper waited a moment longer, looking up at the stage. Aisha was answering a question about how women’s rights had barely advanced in the last twenty years, dismissing the reforms that had been made as window dressing designed to distract attention from systemic injustices that stretched back decades. She was persuasive, and Cooper could see why the regime in Riyadh was so desperate to silence her.

      Aisha finished her answer and said that they would show the film. The lights dimmed, and a projector at the back of the room was switched on, its single beam of light lancing down to the screen at the rear of the stage.

      Aisha sat down and caught Cooper’s eye. He thought back to Habib and realised that both he and Aisha shared the same antagonism towards injustice and inaction. He wasn’t ready to absolve himself for the role his failures had played in Habib’s death, but there was some solace in knowing that the quest for reform that had driven him to take the risks that had eventually led to the man’s death would be continued by Aisha and the activists who worked with her.

      Cooper gave her a single nod of acknowledgement, and as the faces of the women who had lost their lives to the Saudi regime appeared in a patchwork that soon filled all of the screen, he went to the door and followed Smith outside.
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