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Prologue

He was already awake.

He heard the footsteps in the corridor, the clanging of the doors as the bolts were pulled back, the whimpering cry of one man, then the shout, anguished, of a second.

He had not slept. In the last hours, segments of his life had slipped by in his mind – picked up, discarded, lost – and those were the good times, with his parents up in the villa on the north side of the city, and when he had roamed in the foothills above his home with his brother and cousins . . . And there had been the times when his behaviour had hurt those he cared for. There were fleeting thoughts of where they were now, whether they knew what would be done to him that morning, whether they prayed or wept or sat silent, numbed, and held hands, or were in ignorance and still asleep. He had thought of them, and his friends. In the hours before they came, he had squatted in the corner of the bright-lit cell, facing the door, his back against the angle of two walls, and thought of her.

He was Johnny. It wasn’t the name given him at birth, and didn’t come from his society or its culture. Before he had dropped out of the university, second year, bored and chafing at its restraints, some had said he resembled the actor Johnny Depp, and it had stuck. He was Johnny now to all who knew him – even the people who brought his food, who had interrogated him and tortured him with beatings and pliers. He was Johnny to her. He had taken comfort during the night from thinking of her. He had not spoken her name in all the weeks since his arrest: if he had, he would have condemned her.

He had a photograph. He held it as the footsteps came closer. He doubted he would look at it again but took a moment to gaze down at it now and hoped it would stay in his memory to the last.

He held it in his palm and saw the tremor, not a shake, which pleased him, and the scarred fingertips from which the nails had been pulled. The photograph was from a booth that supplied passport-sized pictures. The black chador covered her shoulders and hair; a veil hid her nose and mouth. Johnny had done international literature at the university. He knew of a Dr Samuel Johnson and also of that man’s remark: ‘When a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully’. He could see her eyes, the small brown mole at the extremity of the right one; he recognised the defiance that blazed in them – and the mischief. It was to protect her that he had insisted the photograph should show her in ‘good hijab’, so that she would be unrecognisable to investigators. Her eyes were a soft blue.

He had guarded the photograph from the time of his arrest, through several cell moves, courts and interrogation rooms . . . and when they had brought him to the wing housing those awaiting execution. It had been rolled tight or crumpled close, a scrap in the pocket of the jeans he wore now and that he had worn when he was taken. He had created the fun, and the light, in her eyes, which had been captured by the booth’s lens. When she had met him, it had been months, years, since she had laughed or giggled . . . Once, the photograph had been seized by a ‘trusty’ prisoner, who had come to escort him from one block to another. The man had glanced at it, then thrown it down as valueless.

He smoothed it, drank in the strength of the eyes – wondered where she was, what she was doing, whether her husband was in bed beside her or away. Those who knew Johnny, and recognised him as an agitator, a coke-taker, addicted to alcohol, an activist, would have found it difficult to believe that a married woman, living close to the bazaar and from a background he would hardly have known, could captivate him. He pushed himself up and faced the door.

He screwed up the photograph, made a tiny ball of it. It was in his left hand, his fist clenched round it.

The bolt scraped. The noises – fear and shock – of the two men to be executed with him were louder.

The guards came around him. His arms were pulled behind his back and thongs were wrapped tightly round his wrists, then fastened. It hurt, but pain was of little importance to him now. He walked, didn’t allow them to push or drag him, through the door. He looked into the faces of the other two men. He didn’t know whether they were political opponents of the regime or drug-traffickers, rapists or murderers. He saw slack mouths, glazed eyes, sunken chins, shaking shoulders. He heard their muted terror.

Softly, Johnny said, ‘Don’t let them see your fear or they’ll have won.’

He took his place at the front. There was a nudge at his elbow, and he started for the end of the corridor. He could feel, against the softer skin in the palm of his left hand, the screwed-up paper that was her picture, little bigger than an orange pip. They went briskly, and he set the pace.

At the end of the corridor there was a grille of wrought-iron bars. It was opened noisily. Three times, since Johnny had been transferred to the block, he had heard others taken out at dawn. Some had been brave; others had screamed and struggled; a few had been in a state of collapse and were dragged. He walked briskly.

The gate closed behind them.

In the lobby beyond, his interrogator waited. He was a stout man, with a seemingly permanent cold sore beside his mouth and breath that stank of chillies. He had always looked away when Johnny was whipped with the cables and when the pliers wrenched off his fingernails. Johnny had wondered whether the interrogator – after a hard day inflicting pain in the name of the regime – went home and played with his children, then made love to his wife, or if he sat alone in his living room as the darkness closed round him, hearing screams and seeing blood. He tilted his head, looked the man in the face and sneered. The interrogator didn’t know about the woman Johnny had, briefly, loved. That was a triumph.

There were no other interrogators in the lobby, which told him that the other two men were classified as criminals: they had not been convicted of mohareb – making war against God and His Prophet – the offence of which Johnny had been found guilty. His interrogator caught his glance, would have expected him to look away, but he did not. It was the interrogator who broke the contact. Good. Johnny walked on. He knew the route.

They went out into the faint first stirrings of dawn. He could see the shape of the mountains in front of him, and from the east part of the sun was visible. Against it were the gallows, the nooses and shadows that fell from them.

He held her picture and remembered her. There had been a riot: he and thousands had protested the theft of their votes; an idiot had been re-elected by fraud, and the paramilitary basij had come to break up the crowds shouting and chanting for the end of the regime. The basij had fired gas and charged with batons. She had come round a corner and been too confused to run. The basij had caught her and beaten her, then had been driven back by volleys of stones. He had found her as she cowered on the pavement. He had seen her beauty and swept her up in his arms.

The garage had been close by, and he had taken her there. After the shock and terror, he had discovered mischief in her eyes, and loathing. He had a room over the workshop, where two old men repaired motorcycles and scooters. Their love had lasted just over a month before he had been taken. She was married, and wore a ring, thin gold: they ignored it. Neither of them mentioned her husband: not his name, his place of work, or why she was betraying her marriage vows. Twice during that month he had had a day off work. On one they had spent longer in the room above the garage, and on the other they had had time to ride out of the city on his scooter – the day the photograph had been taken in the booth at a petrol station. Precious hours.

He heard the other men’s teeth chattering, and forced himself not to shiver in the early-morning cold: ‘Be brave,’ he muttered from the side of his mouth.

They were hurried forward now and hands gripped his arms. There were three nooses, and three metal-framed chairs with plastic seats, perhaps from the guards’ canteen.

He remembered how it had been with her when they had made love – some afternoons the scratches on his back were deep and bled.

If he shivered they would think he was frightened and would have won. He would give them nothing.

He carried her face in his mind. The second time he had met her Johnny had taken her clothes off gently, eased them away. At first she had been nervous, then hesitant – then she had defied her upbringing.

After arrest some talked of attempting to negotiate with an interrogator. Give him something in exchange for mercy. Johnny hadn’t. If he had given names, there would have been more boys alongside him, guilty of disputing barricades with the basij and countering the gas with petrol bombs and stones. If he had broken, the woman’s name might have slipped from him. He would have gone through fire to save her, and would dangle at the end of a rope to ensure her safety.

He could feel the tiny paper ball of her picture, clenched in his fist. They let him choose: he went to the centre chair, feeling the chilly wind on his cheeks. Beside each there were men who wore dull olive uniforms and black balaclavas to mask their faces. Why did it matter if those who were moments from death should see the features of their killers? He considered it a sign of cowardice.

Men crowded around him and he saw confusion in their expressions. He realised they didn’t understand why he was smiling. It was the dry smile he shared with others of his age who lived on the north side of the city, in the foothills, and demonstrated his contempt for them. Hands clutched at him, but Johnny made a sharp movement, and their grip loosened. They would have lifted him but he stepped up on to the chair. The noose was level with his face. They allowed for no drop so he would die by choking. He didn’t know if his name was on an Amnesty list, if telegrams requesting mercy had been sent from abroad to the Supreme Leader, or if anyone cared.

The photograph was a squashed pellet in his hand but her image lived with him. The others were at either side of him now, and a hooded man used a short stepladder to climb behind each one and put the noose in place. Johnny could feel the rope against his chin.

He clenched his hand, saw her, felt her and heard her laughter.

The stepladder had gone.

The sun was a little higher and lit him, as it had lit her through the windows of the room above the garage . . . He felt a hand on the chair back.

Johnny said clearly to those at either side of him, ‘Fuck them, guys – fuck them.’

The chair was pulled away. He kicked in the air and pain billowed in his throat. His breath came harder and his fists loosened. Johnny saw her face and, with the last of his strength, he tried to tighten his left hand. He saw and heard her . . . Would she remember him?

He didn’t know. He was losing the fight to live. His fist slackened and the paper pellet fell to the ground. Her picture would be among the rivers of urine that always gathered under the gallows on a hanging morning. A trusty would swill it towards the drain, with the photograph, and the sun would dry the ground. His last words, audible only to himself: ‘Fuck them.’

He felt himself slowly circling, and death was close.





Chapter 1

He was sitting on the bed and the girl, in front of him, knelt on the floor. His head was down and he did not look into her face.

The image on the screen in front of a woman in a locked room a floor below was monochrome, and the audio effects were good: she could hear him panting. The watcher and the occupants of the other room were quite different in origin and background but the sex trade had brought them together on that autumn evening. The madam of the brothel, which was above a small hotel on a poorly lit street, set back from the prime property overlooking the Gulf shore, was a Lebanese Christian from the port city of Jounieh. On her screen, fiddling with the man’s shoelaces, was a girl from the west of Ukraine; the low-wattage bulbs beside the bed hid the blemishes on her face and the dark roots of her dyed-blonde hair. The man was Iranian, which ensured that he had been allocated the room with the best camera and microphone.

The woman seldom commented on the punters who visited her eight-room establishment. It had a waiting area with a pretence at a cocktail bar, where temporarily unemployed girls waited, and a bathroom with two showers. There was a small curtained-off area, where the maid waited to change sheets, if necessary, and there was the room with the screens. The woman, large, her face caked with makeup, kept her eyes on the screen. She had already sized him up: he was pathetic.

The girl from Ukraine, a veteran of Paris, Berlin, Naples and Beirut – where she and the madam had met – was the best. In that light, any healthy male, the woman thought, would have been fighting to set his hands on her. He wasn’t. He sat slumped, head down, breathing fast. His shoes and socks were off, and now she removed his trousers. His hands rested on his belly.

Two Arabs had brought him to her premises. They had been with the Romanian girls, had paid, and left after the madam had told them their colleague required a ‘longer service’. The client with the Ukrainian girl was to be kept in the cubicle: the images and sounds were being recorded. The madam was not political, but the money she was paid each week came in dollar bills, and was substantial. She had been waiting for an Iranian, as had those who paid her each Thursday afternoon.

The girl folded the trousers and laid them on the chair against the wall where his jacket hung. The picture above the chair was of a couple copulating but the man seemed not to have looked at it.

Now the girl edged his legs aside and wriggled between them. She took his arms, prised open his fists, laid his fingers on her shoulders and began to undo his shirt. He was shaking and the his eyes were closed, as if he was unwilling to look at her breasts. The madam thought that if the Ukrainian couldn’t arouse the man, no one could. The shirt came off, was folded and laid on top of the trousers. The vest was next.

A bell rang. Annoyed at the interruption, the madam licked her lips, slipped out of her office, locked the door and went into the waiting area. Two Norwegian sailors, officers: they’d have taken a tender ashore and were here before they hit the hotel bars. A quick exchange of money, and two of her girls were chosen at random. She went back, locked the door, peered at the screen and turned up the sound.

The sex act held little interest for her. When she went on holiday – the Seychelles or the Maldives – she would buy the services of a teenage boy. It confused and amazed her that men paid so well for a woman. She already had this one’s money, but he was still sitting motionless on the bed.

The girl turned her head, eyebrows raised, towards the corner of the room where the lens was hidden. Then she went on with her job.

Her robe slid from her shoulders. She edged a little to her left and shifted her knees, exposing her breasts and crotch to the camera. Her hair hung down, hiding much of the man’s face as she kissed him. He didn’t hold her tightly; neither did he push her away. It was as if he endured it and didn’t know how to end it. He would not have wanted to opt out in front of the men who had brought him and be seen as a prude. They would have come to her brothel because her rates were competitive. She gave her cards to the bankers who occupied the high-rises near the harbour.

Iranians of interest came to the city to check bank accounts and work out how to counter financial sanctions, authorise transfers and make covert foreign investments. He had followed that route and those who had brought him had been pleasured at a discount. She chuckled. This man had paid the full price.

The Ukrainian girl had his pants off and, although the night was warm, he shivered, as if he were naked in the snow of the mountains above Beirut – the madam had known them as a child.

The girl was the best. She did what she could. She rubbed her nipples against his mouth, nose and cheeks. She did all that could have been expected of her, and failed.

She eased off him. The camera showed he was flaccid.

The Iranian had his head in his hands and sobbed. The girl stood, then went to the chair, reached into an inside jacket pocket and found the client’s wallet. She opened it and held it up. There was money in it, and a picture behind plastic showed the ayatollah who had led the revolution; a pocket contained an identification card. She held the wallet closer to the camera, exposing the card.

The photograph was of the man who held his hands over his face and shook with sobs. The madam could read Farsi. She had a good knowledge of the languages her clients spoke.

The bell rang again. She cursed. The girl was replacing the wallet in the jacket.

It was what the madam was paid for. That was why the tall Englishman had come five months earlier and put to her a proposition. He had spoken of a trap set and sprung, of confidentiality and considerable funding for her business, her holidays and what she referred to as her pension. Now she dialled the number she had been told to ring if a particular scenario was played out. On the client’s identification card she had read his name, ‘al-Qods (Jerusalem) Division’ and ‘Iran Revolutionary Guard Corps (Pasdaran-e Inqilab)’. She felt a frisson of excitement: she had played a part in a game that was almost beyond her reach.

The bell rang again.

The madam did not expect to speak to the Englishman himself. When the first payment had been made a young woman had been with him: she would be the contact. She glanced again at the screen. The Ukrainian played her part well, but the man beneath her was still sobbing. The call was answered. She told her contact who she had in the seventh cubicle. The young woman squealed in excitement, said she would be there and cut the call.

It was not exceptional for a man to come to her premises, pay and freeze, but it was unusual. She left her room and went to greet the new clients, apologising for the delay and smiling. She imagined a car with diplomatic plates speeding across the city.



There was a folk duo in one corner of the bar, and a widescreen TV showed a football game in the other.

The pub was Petroc Kenning’s sanctuary. Because of his height he stood at the bar in a place where he could see both attractions and know his scalp was safe between two ceiling beams. Part of the building was four hundred years old, and it stood beside one of the old coaching routes to the West Country from London: travellers to Gloucester or Bristol would have stayed there overnight. He was PK in the Service, Pet to Polly, his wife, and Petroc to her parents – the reason he was in the Black Lion, and had been every evening of the five days he had been on home leave. He knew that Polly had already told them that her husband, little Archie’s dad, wouldn’t share with them any detail of his work as station chief, Dubai. They were awkward around him so he came to the pub. In two more days he would go from Didcot station to Vauxhall Cross for staff assessments and budget reviews, leaving early and returning late, and in nine days’ time, he, Polly and Archie would be heading back to Dubai. It was a good posting, among the best for any foot-soldier of the new generation. It put him firmly on a fault line of conflict. The folk duo’s anthem had ended and his phone buzzed: the double note of an incoming message.

The fault line offered what he craved. He read the text. He wanted accolades, authority and advancement. He wasn’t happy to coast: he pushed himself and looked for his efforts to be rewarded.

‘A wasp in the jam jar’. He understood, he felt cheated. It had been his idea, his baby. He had used his considerable debating skills to force it through the committees that reviewed such a scale of expenditure – and it had bloody happened off his watch. She would be there, and likely have with her a couple of ex-marines from the station who did security for them. He started to elbow his way towards the door.

A man said, ‘You all right, mate?’

‘Never better.’

He was outside, in the darkness, and started to run. He had been an athlete at university; now he worked out in Dubai gyms and on the pavements at dawn before the killing heat came up.

He snapped into his mobile: ‘Me, Polly . . . Yes, I’m running . . . Pack me a bag – don’t forget my passport. I’m going into town, VBX, then I’ll be away . . . Yeah, it’s important – about as important as it gets. Please, just pack and be ready to take me to Didcot . . . Bigger than anything that’s happened to me before.’

He ran on through the darkness. His mind lurched between images of Celeste, the Lebanese woman who ran a good-quality, clean and disease-free whorehouse, and Katie, who would be there on the ground, trying to create control, but he couldn’t see the man who was their target. He thought, as he ran, that he was teetering on the edge of triumph.



Short and not athletic, Katie was rated for her attention to detail and analytical skills. The ex-marines stood behind her. The man would have needed a sledgehammer to get past them.

She was happiest when scrolling through newspapers from Tehran and specialist documents, looking for names and discovering who ran which office and held what responsibility.

Now she confronted him. He was dressed. He wore polished shoes, trousers with a crease, a clean shirt and an old but cared-for jacket. She had no office diplomats with her, ready with advice. Her boss was in the UK, and by now would be on his way into Central London. She had not been able to raise the head of Iran Desk, and the dogsbody was waiting for a train and hadn’t a secure link with him. So far she had spoken only to a duty officer: ‘Sorry and all that. ’Fraid I’ve never been where you are. We’re trying to put together some sort of task-force. Best I can do is suggest you dominate him. Pretty obvious. Keep him unsettled and off balance, and wait for the cavalry to get there. Apologies for being so inadequate, but good luck.’

She sensed the Iranian was broken. His eyes were red, his fingers worked continuously and his breathing was erratic. He had been in the cubicle with the Slav woman when they’d arrived. He’d sat on the bed, with her on a chair, smoking. One of the marines had taken the man’s wallet from his pocket and passed it to Katie. He was Mehrak, al-Qods, a corporal. He was thirty-four a driver. He was stationed in Tehran and his card gave him access to a barracks in the centre of the city. He was . . . What? A corporal? She remembered her grandfather exploding when he was fishing on a Lancashire river. A fly had been taken and a rod arched. Not a salmon or a sea trout, just a ‘bloody vermin pike’! He’d calmed down, taken the fly from its jaws, slipped the fish back into the current, swigged from his hip flask and remarked that it had made his day.

How to make hers?

‘Dominate him.’ She stood in front of him. She wore jeans and a loose blouse. Her arms and head were bare, and back in her apartment her dinner was cooling on the table beside the beer she had looked forward to for most of a dull day. She had come out too fast and wasn’t dressed to confront an Iranian zealot, with God and hell-fire spilling out of him. Now he would be frightened.

She took hold of his chin and jerked it up. Dominate. ‘Why couldn’t you screw the hooker, Mehrak?’

She saw the misery in his face, the shame, and the gold ring on his finger. She spoke good Farsi, colloquial and vulgar.

‘Adultery. Cheating on your wife. How would the Qods view that? Here on duty, are you? Spending your time in a whorehouse!’

She thought him barely worthy of her time or the expense of the honey trap so carefully fashioned by the station chief. But the Qods was top of the heap . . . His ID said he was a corporal, a driver . . . and he was in Dubai. ‘Who do you drive, Mehrak?’

Those who knew Katie from home, university or the Buenos Aires station, her initial posting, or from the canteen at VBX wouldn’t have recognised her: she oozed authority. She had no boyfriend in either Dubai or London, and had minimal knowledge of brothels or the men who patronised them.

She said, ‘Well, Mehrak, if you’re going to play dumb I’ll play rough. There’s a film, with soundtrack, and I promise it’ll be on the Internet by morning. We’ll make sure the site doesn’t go down with the number of hits it’ll take. You’ll be the biggest laugh from Cairo to Sana’a and Khartoum to Istanbul. Couldn’t get it up. Do you want to get on the plane and face the music at home? Your people will be thrilled with your behaviour, but I doubt your wife will be very forgiving. Now, did you hear my question?’

He looked up.

‘Who do you drive, or are you in the pool?’

She was told. Katie could have punched the air. She knew the name. There was a restricted file. She nodded.

They pulled him to his feet, hustled him through the door, down a flight of stairs and into the car. He was on the back seat, squashed between the guys, and she drove along the coast road towards the embassy.



She was a small, hunched figure. She came off the bus and walked fast along the pavement, the stalled traffic in the road belching fumes. Little of her was visible, certainly not her ankles or wrists; she would have been held up as an example to others by the modesty police. Men worshipped her beauty, they said. Farideh had hidden her face with a veil, which kept her warm and acted as a filter against the smog that hung over Tehran in the winter. She wore cotton gloves and the handles of her shopping bag, heavy with vegetables, cut into her fingers.

She hadn’t met the boy that evening. Married for seven years, unfaithful to her husband for four, she was never reckless in her liaisons. She didn’t know when her husband would return from his journey. Now, she would walk to the four-storey building that was their home, climb the stairs, unlock the door and enter the loveless apartment.

Love was outside Farideh’s front door. The boy would have walked on hot coals to be with her, but she had refused him that evening.

She was twenty-five, had been married a week after her eighteenth birthday, and the boy wanted to be her third lover in the last four years.

Her eyes, high cheekbones and full lips were hidden under the headscarf and veil. If she was careless, she might be arrested, taken with her lover to a gaol and hanged. When she thought of hanging, her hands trembled and she had to clasp them so tightly that her wedding ring gouged into her finger. She wanted to be loved, but not loved by him.

She hated her husband, despised him. He was abroad. Farideh had not been told when he would return, whether it would be late that evening or the following day; neither did she know what he did for the brigadier, or the duties assigned to him by al-Qods. She knew nothing because he had told her nothing before he left for the commercial flight to Dubai out of Imam Khomeini International. She knew nothing because she had asked him nothing.

On the stairs she met a neighbour from the floor above. He was a bus driver, but his son worked at the university and gave him money so he could afford an apartment in this block. The man ducked his head and didn’t look into her covered face. It was a nervous reaction, shared by the others on the staircase, because her husband was in the Revolutionary Guard Corps, and drove a man who had significant authority. Sometimes a big polished Mercedes saloon was parked on the kerb. The man flattened himself against the wall, where the paint needed renewal, and didn’t speak.

If she was careless, any of her neighbours on the staircase would revel in the chance to denounce her, the wife of a corporal in a prestigious unit.

She climbed the final flight, rummaged in her bag for her key and went inside.

The heating was turned down, a sensible economy. She stripped off her coat, headscarf and veil, looked around and saw that his bag was not dumped by the bedroom door and the washing-machine in the kitchen wasn’t on. She went into the bedroom and saw that he was not lying on their bed. They did not make love, but they slept there, back to back. Often she placed a bolster between them so that he couldn’t touch her. He didn’t know that she had taken two lovers in the last four years. He would have killed her if he had found out. Her husband, Mehrak, whose advances she had refused for many months, had punched her and closed her eye. She had gone to work the next day, at the insurance company, and in the office, where she was on Reception, she had offered no explanation. He had not been violent since. She would hang by the neck if she were careless.

She switched on the television, clicked though the channels: a documentary on Zionist brutality in the Gaza Strip, a programme on abject poverty in the land of the Great Satan, and a mullah discussing public morality as written in the Holy Book. She left it on. Her husband would never divorce her. It was said she was beautiful, a judgement passed by men and women, and he would be humiliated to accept – in public – that he had failed to hold on to her. Could she divorce him? It was impossible. And there could be no life with any of her other men. She began to unpack her shopping.

Farideh barely acknowledged her parents and elder brother, who worked at her father’s stall on the edge of the bazaar, selling good-quality linen, and rarely saw them. She was polite when her husband’s mother and the remainder of his family visited on a festival or birthday, and she appeared dutiful. The family that mattered to her was small and tight-knit: two elderly men, skilled mechanics, who wore oil-stained overalls and could repair any engine – car, motorbike or scooter – and had a room over their yard. She was tied to her new, hidden relations, not by blood but by dependence and survival. Their safety rested on her being always careful. She had been with them tonight and had drunk their juice but had not welcomed the man who yearned to be her newest lover.

Her supper, alone, would be bread, goat’s cheese and a tomato. She didn’t know when her husband would return, or where he was.

She didn’t care.



It had not been a good year for the opium farmers of Nimroz province. There had been a plague in the poppy fields so that much of the cultivation had failed and many of the laboratories for the refinement to raw heroin had been idle. The origin of the plague was greed. In past years many farmers had rotated their crops, planting wheat one year and vegetables another, sometimes going for barley or maize, then ploughing and sowing poppies. Without rotation, the crop had withered. The cause of the greed was the reward that opium and refined heroin provided. They were hard times for the farmers of Nimroz, but the suffering was relative. The insurgents were reasonable and took a cut in trafficking fees on the crops’ movement by lorry to the hidden refineries where the chemicals waited, brought in from mainland China. Poppies needed fertile agricultural land and well-irrigated fields. The water-filled ditches were of good quality in Nimroz, and provided the best growing conditions; American taxpayers had funded their construction through USAID in the 1950s. For all the difficulties, the refining of opium into heroin continued.

At one refinery two men, working with cleaned oil drums and a portable generator, had completed the process of refining fifty kilos, then had divided the brown resin into two-kilo slabs. Each was wrapped in waterproof paper, and bound with heavy tape, then packed in a cardboard box.

The farmers made a bigger profit from poppies than from any other crop, and in the refinery the self-taught chemists received higher rewards than if they had prepared drugs for the Charsad Bestar hospital in Kabul, Afghanistan’s best. But they, the traffickers, lorry drivers and camel herdsmen would earn a fraction of the sum the consignment would be worth, once it had been transhipped across the border with Iran, then Turkey, over the strait and into Western Europe. The huge sums involved meant that many sought to work in the trade.

The first leg, from a hut with wooden walls and a corrugated-iron roof, was on rough tracks, requiring a four-wheel-drive vehicle, and the men escorting it were heavily armed, prepared to shoot and kill to ensure that their consignment reached the next stage in the long chain. In the darkness, using only sidelights, a Nissan drove towards the west where, hours before, the sun had sunk.



Tadeuz Fendon was first into the VBX building, the yellow and green monster squatting beside the bridge that spanned the Thames. There was always a whiff of expectancy when big men strode through the security gates, flashing their entry cards. He didn’t stop to pass the time of day with the uniformed guards, but made for the lifts. Sara Rogers was a couple of minutes behind him.

They seemed to have arrived from separate starting points, as they had intended. Inter-office relationships, for senior staff, were frowned on. She was his ‘squeeze’, and his gatekeeper. She took a lift to the fifth, south-east wing.

Tadeuz Fenton ruled Iran Desk: he knew what he wanted, where to climb, and it was difficult, almost impossible, to find his footprint on a contentious matter. He understood what his superiors wanted and what resonated with the more junior in the outer work area. Principal on the wish list was an ‘enemy’. He could have said that it was not for the Service to sit on its backside and churn out analysis: that was left to the hacks of The Times, the Washington Post and The Economist; the Foreign and Common-wealth office was stuffed with classics graduates capable of the same output. He believed that the new breed of young people in the Service wanted something worthwhile to do and something rotten to change for the better. He liked to say to the new breed that the ‘ethics crap’ FCO spouted put a ball and chain on the ankles of Service officers, that they were not hired to be ordinary. Could the men and women of VBX survive without an enemy? Hardly. He had elevated Iran to the status once enjoyed by the old Soviet Union in Cold War days. There had been the fallow years, with the Irish, organised crime, and the supposed weapons threat of the Iraqi buffoon. Even al-Qaeda had proved a dream opponent. Thank God for an ‘enemy’. May the Lord bless Iran.

Dunc Whitcombe was there by the time the coffee had been made, and Mandy Ross. The girl in the UAE was coming through on the secure link, and Petroc Kenning was in a taxi from Paddington. He sat down, stuck his feet on his desk, spoke his thoughts – Mandy took notes – and Sara was on the phone, with the scrambler. He would have called it a ‘high-octane time . . . what we’re here for, and what we do best’. God, after all these years of being bereft, Fortune had blessed them with an ‘enemy of value’.

The reinvented Soviet Union, with or without short-range missiles based in Kaliningrad and capable of striking any NATO capital, would never have the same clout as the original, and personnel had been driven to drink by studying the drones’ aerial views of mud-walled compounds in north Waziristan. Important to him: success in Iran would distance the Service from the shambles of the dossier and Iraq. He had spread the word, galvanised the young people, flattered and cajoled his elders, and had wrung resources from them. Because he now stood face to face with the respected opponents in the Ministry of Intelligence and Security (Vezarat-e Ettela’at va Amniyat-e Keshvar or VEVAK) and had on his wall the satellite photograph of its buildings in the parkland complex to the south of the Shahid Hemmat Highway, north Tehran, he had carved for himself a place of importance in the building, and was envied for it.

His door opened, no knock. Petroc Kenning might have run from his taxi and used a staircase rather than wait for a lift – it was always so exciting when the building came to life after hours, personnel were recalled, and an atmosphere of crisis management flourished.

‘Well done, PK. Good to have you here, where you ought to be. Your push, and there’s a nasty little creature in the jam jar. First class – you deserve it. It won’t go unrecognised. Dunc’ll bring you up to speed.’

Dunc Whitcombe briefed. There were the cutbacks, and the Secret Intelligence Service was no more secure against financial stringencies than Work and Pensions, Education or Transport; the heating was off and wouldn’t come on till dawn so they all had on their coats and scarves, and Mandy Ross was wearing a shapeless woollen hat.

Tadeuz Fenton waved for Dunc to wrap, then he held court. ‘Don’t get ensnared with his rank. He drives Brigadier Reza Joyberi of the Qods division. That’s a high rank in the Qods, as you know better than I do, PK. The Qods has brigadiers you can count on the fingers of one hand. They’re important players. You don’t make brigadier if your job description is OC latrines and cookhouse. Take this perspective: and our leader, bless him. Go up to the clouds with our own supreme leader’

He waved expansively at the ceiling. Two floors above, at the extreme western corner of the building, was the office suite of the director general.

‘Who knows him best? Not me, not his deputy or any of the branch heads, and certainly not the politicians who appointed him and wouldn’t have the bottle to fire him. I’d say, without fear of contradiction, that Benny does. Benny knows him better than anyone, probably better than his wife, certainly better than Henrietta the bull terrier in the outer office. Benny has a Browning in the glove box. There’s no security with them. The director talks. Benny would never acknowledge that he’s listening, and would never comment unless invited to. Benny would be his sounding board, would keep an unwritten diary in his head. They go everywhere together. Benny’s there when the sun’s coming up and he’s still there at the end of the day. He sees everything, learns everything and is totally trusted. What I’m saying, PK, is that the brigadier’s driver is probably as good as it gets. We’ll get him out of there fast. Shift him to where we can do the work. I expect a treasure chest of good material. We’ve started making arrangements for his flight.’

‘You going to bring him here?’ Kenning asked.

Mandy, alternating between the phone and her keyboard, raised her eyebrows. Sara looked up from the pad she was scribbling on and shook her head decisively. Dunc frowned.

‘Not here – at arms’ length. We’re going to Vienna. Best place. Fewest questions asked, and we get a free run at him, no interference. I mean, he’s not going to turn into a best friend, is he? We milk him – or bleed him – then cut him loose and he can set up a kebab stall in Munich or drive a taxi in Warsaw – Christ, I don’t know. We’ll have a file on the man he chauffeurs and who whispers in his ear. He’ll know where all the skeletons are buried. I’d say, with what would happen to him, a loyal driver who can’t keep his dick in his trousers thereby disgracing his unit and his boss, he should be grateful to us. You’ve done well, PK.’

The meeting broke up.

Sara Rogers asked him quietly, ‘Austria – Vienna? You’re sure about that?’

‘It’s totally right. We’ve a good history there – and he’ll be at arms’ length.’

‘Not dangerous for us?’

‘Not at all. I feel good about this. It’ll be straightforward, no complications, believe me. And I can only sit at the top table if I have something to play with and something significant to barter.’



‘Why are we doing that, skip?’ A navigator’s question to his captain.

‘Ours not to reason why – that sort of stuff.’ A captain’s answer to a reasonable question, concerning the diversion of a C17 Alpha Globemaster, prize product of the Boeing Corporation and in the dark camouflage colours of RAF Transport Command, from its normal flight path out of Bastion in Helmand, north of Kandahar.

‘I’m not inside that loop. The touch-down, I’m told, will be of minimal duration, like fifteen minutes for the take-on of two passengers. One will be assessed as a potential security risk and watched by the loadmaster. They’ll sit in the cargo section, away from the personnel, en route to Akrotiri.’

There was a grin. ‘Spook stuff?’

And a gentle put-down: ‘I wouldn’t know and wouldn’t care to ask.’

‘I didn’t think we were still up for that sort of thing.’

‘Please, just the route – Bastion to Al Dhafra, UAE, then out of Al Dhafra for Cyprus . . .’

‘On the priority scale, must be something high up the ladder. Agreed, skip?’

‘Maybe they’re bringing a box of dates – or a sack of camel dung for the Brize rosebeds.’

The diversion would be plotted, with the extra fuel it would necessitate. Take-off was in fifteen: the first of the personnel for rotation were streaming off the buses towards the steps, and an Afghanistan deployment would be over – thank Christ and good riddance to the fucking place, as most would say . . . The cockpit and cabin crew would be wide-eyed when a passenger with a security issue and an escort came on board at the first touch-down, the captain could guarantee it.



It was long past midnight, and Mandy Ross had the home number of the head of the section that handled ‘increments’. The cutbacks had not only chilled the building at night, but had reduced to freelance and short-term contracts those who did jobs for which full-time employment was no longer considered justifiable: the increments.

She was told, ‘Bloody hell, Mandy, they don’t grow on trees. We’ve hardly done that sort of thing since the Cold War. Had a bit of a spike at the Libya time . . . Anyway, this is the best I can do. Full names first, then home phones. You want three, right? . . . Here’s five names, and good luck. From the top, what they like to be called . . .’

‘It’s not a kids’ party we’re organising. Do they want paper hats as well?’

‘Funny crowd, the babysitters. They like to be called Auntie, Father William, Nobby and—’

She interrupted, ‘Who do we have in Vienna?’

‘Just a man who stayed on after retirement – well, redundancy, actually. He was a bottle-washer to Hector Kenning – remember him? Uncle of Petroc and—’

‘And when he has to be tucked up, what name does he prefer?’ Mandy Ross tried for sarcasm and thought she came over as peevish. She was given another number and told that if she called it she would reach Sidney.

She hung up, allowing the man to go back to bed. She didn’t know the world of the so-called ‘babysitters’, and knew equally little about defectors, if that was what the wasp in the jam jar proved to be – volunteer or compromised. She drank some cold coffee, lifted the phone and punched the number for ‘Auntie’. It would be a learning curve, about as steep as it could get.



He sat in a corner of the secure room. Katie had solid shoulders and fancied she might need them: the responsibility for the business going forward rested on them. He had lifted his head and stared at her.

The senior man in Abu Dhabi, eighty miles and ninety minutes up the coast road, was in a Qatar-based conference hosted by the Agency, and the Bahrain station people were there. The Service couldn’t get their hands on a charter for another six hours, and by then the diverted flight would be on approach over the Gulf.

His confidence was the precious commodity. He was a wild animal in a cage, she reckoned, stunned by the suddenness of the trap closing, therefore hunkered in that corner, baleful, watching and uncertain. Katie had not the experience to begin a debrief, or the rank to offer deals. He gazed at her. She wondered how she compared with the Ukrainian tart on the video, whom she had met briefly in the brothel: a pleasant-enough woman, with a sweet smile, generous with her cigarettes; she looked raddled under the brightness from the cubicle’s centre light. Katie, in comparison, might have seemed flat-chested and wide-hipped; her hair – cut short – wasn’t coloured. The corporal-driver would never have come across a woman like Katie, a junior officer in the Service, carrying a burden that practically bent her double.

She assumed his confidence would grow. She and the ex-marines would not be able to frogmarch him up the steps and onto the aircraft if he chose to resist. He would be an idiot, she thought, to go voluntarily.

He had refused food and coffee.

Disorientation was what she hoped for, and confusion, the inability to think clearly – his mind should be addled with doubt.

Each minute that passed on the big wall clock by the door closed the window of opportunity – a phrase much used by lecturers of the probationers coming into the Service: a ‘window’ and an ‘opportunity’ were never to be ignored. Katie knew that the damage done to the station’s funds exceeded sixty-five thousand pounds. The money had sweetened the madam, was an inducement to the girls, who would scrap to get their hands on an Iranian. It had paid for the webcam, the microphone in the smoke alarm, and the recording kit in the inner office. Funny, but the man had not seemed concerned about the papers stuffed into an inner pocket of his jacket. Everything from the jacket was now in a plastic bag, with his wallet and his open-return air ticket. A bag, with overnight clothes, stood at the feet of an ex-marine but it contained nothing that interested her.

Katie was not authorised to offer inducements, to mention an annual stipend or cash payment. She couldn’t question him because she had no knowledge of the areas that the interrogators would choose to work over. She could not add to the threats and insults that had been acceptable currency at the start. How to dominate?

She strode backwards and forwards in front of him. She had taken a call on her secure mobile from PK, the boss, telling her of the diverted flight. When it had rung a second time, she had gone out into the corridor, leaving him with the ex-marines, and had been told what she could say – no more.

She was a woman who showed him no respect and no fear. She confirmed prejudices and stereotypes. She prayed for the hands of the clock to speed up.

She had a half-blue from Oxford in lacrosse, another in netball. She showed him no kindness. Nothing in her actions betrayed a vestige of sympathy for him. He was a commodity, and the sooner he was shipped on, the better. He would know of the British intelligence apparatus, perhaps have more respect for it than he had for the Agency. Since childhood, he would have learned of the perfidy of the British Service, the tentacles it had spread, and he would know of the evil, duplicitous men employed at the Old Fox’s Den in Tehran – the embassy complex on Ferdowsi Avenue, now closed. He’d regard her as a devil.

It was not her job to be liked, loved, admired.

She paced. The ex-marines stood stock still, one before the door, the other beside it. The clock’s hands edged across its face. He spoke. She would have said then, if challenged, that she was engaged in ‘dirty business’. Had her tutor, who was fulsome in praise of her academic success, known where she was and what she was doing with her first-class honours degree in ancient history, he would probably have cringed. Her mother had oozed pride on the cocktail-party circuit in rural Cheshire because her daughter had passed through the arduous civil-service recruitment process. Katie was of that generation, new to the Service, who believed it a waste of energy to play intelligence games without an end result; to compete without trying to win was alien to her. A ‘dirty business’, but she had signed up for it.

Fearful, a mutter she hardly heard. The question was repeated.

‘What will happen to me?’



Mehrak watched her. He could see the tightness at the thighs and crotch of her jeans as she eased round to face him. The movement tightened her blouse, pulled at the buttons. He could see her arms below the short sleeves, her neck, throat, mouth and hair.

She seemed to consider his question and weigh the options of a reply.

He knew that he smelt of sweat. It was damp on his back and his vest had absorbed it. When he drove the brigadier, Mehrak was always careful to spray the inside of the Mercedes with air-freshener, and to use a roll-on antiperspirant at his armpits and groin. Now he could smell his socks – and the scent from the whore’s body. He had a picture in his mind of the shame and retribution facing him. He had been in a brothel. He had paid for it with cash supplied to him for his travel needs. He would have brought moral disgrace on himself and on the Qods. He had betrayed the trust placed in him by Brigadier Reza Joyberi. He would have lost his marriage – faltering, but so important to him – to Farideh. He could see her face, the expressions flitting across it as the Internet showed pictures of a man from the Qods, in a Dubai brothel with a prostitute older than himself. He had shamed her.

He asked again. ‘What will happen to me?’

He was told. He seemed to see a newspaper in the clattering confusion of a print shop, a TV announcer on a dawn news programme and a coastguard cutter quartering the harbour beyond a section of sea wall. He was told and he slumped. He didn’t know who would mourn him.

He closed his eyes. He prayed to his God that there might be a tear on Farideh’s cheek. The woman spoke brusquely and didn’t seem to want his opinion on what was planned.

He asked one more question: ‘Why am I important to you?’

The woman continued to pace, reached the wall, spun round and retraced her step. She didn’t answer.



His alarm went and Zach woke. He hadn’t drawn the bedroom curtains and the orange glow from a streetlight fell on him. He yawned.

He was alone in his bed.

As the son of the boss, he was a misfit on the site. Zachariah Joshua Becket was twenty-seven. His father was a builder, employing a dozen men, while his mother did the books and kept the VAT records in a wooden shed at the bottom of the garden. Zach no longer lived there. His home was a back room in a house owned by a widow. He had no photographs of his parents, George and Bethany, or his sister, Lizzie, who was in her last year at sixth-form college. There were no posters from the walls of his room at home, or any of the pictures, and few of his clothes.

He crawled out of bed, then pushed himself upright. He didn’t turn on the radio – not from consideration of those still sleeping in the house but because it was too early. He shouldn’t have had to get up before the first bird chirped.

It had not been intended that Zach would work for his father. He should have finished at the school in London, and found some niche for his languages, but he had dropped out. He had packed in the course a few days before the end of finals, had chucked what he had brought south into a bag and walked out into an early summer morning to take the first train back to the Midlands. Zach Becket had been the first of his family to win a place at a university and had quit when he was about to get the honours degree he had worked hard for. What was he going to do now?

The following Monday he had been dumped at a site where his father had a contract to build a four-house terrace and passed to the foreman, who had been told that the boss’s son was to be given no privileges.

A letter had arrived a week after the exams had finished: he had been awarded first class honours on the strength of ‘exemplary’ course and module work. He’d shredded it. The guys at work would have understood better than his mother and father, and they hadn’t a certificate between them. On ending an affair: ‘Best not to mess around – ditch her, tell her she’s history and you’ve found someone else. She’ll get the message and disappear. Life moves on’. It had been a love affair and it had died. His love of the historic Persian culture and its poetic language had seeped away. His tutor had badgered him with calls, then texts – outstanding student, great linguistic talent, don’t waste it – then abandoned him.

He groped his way in the dark to the bathroom, had a shower, then dried himself. He didn’t need to shave because he was a labourer.

He wore tattered jeans, stained with plaster, paint and bitumen, and a thick tartan shirt with a fleece; his boots were steel-capped and caked with mud. He also had a beanie, a waterproof top and a fluorescent jacket. His helmet was on the floor with the bag that held his sandwiches and flask. He pulled the duvet over the sheet and his night shorts. There had been a girl there three weeks ago – he’d liked her, perhaps too much, and had left her to sleep on after he’d gone. He hadn’t called her again.

He was the boss’s son and therefore had to be on site with the first of the shift. Among the brickies, the sparks and the others there was confusion as to why a guy with the brains to go to university was now working on the site. He knew he was treading water – but not for ever. There would come a day when he’d shrug and move on to something that tested him . . . just not today. The trouble was, each day that passed made it harder for him to ‘get a grip’ and ‘stir himself’ . . .

Outside, the bag on his shoulder, his helmet on his head, he stepped into his boots, lit a rollie and waited. When the van came, he was finishing the smoke. The stubble was thick on his cheeks and chin, and his face was tanned. He looked to be a can-do man, which he was, but also one without ambition.

He stepped into the back and grunted his thanks at the back of the driver’s neck.
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