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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Barcelona, Spain, 2007

      

      

      I was on my second Cortado when Fallon found me.

      In fact, I had barely touched the coffee glass to my lips, had not even tasted the bitterness and silky cream, when the silhouette of a man interrupted the sunlight.

      My morning routine had been the same the previous day and the day before that and that… the same for the past three years whilst I was living in Barcelona. I would rise early, even in the winter, shower, dress and then leave my little apartment on the Placa del Pi that overlooked the church Santa Maria del Pi. The area was known for its artists and Bohemian lifestyle which suited me just fine as, above all else, these days I counted myself as a kindred spirit.

      Once out on the street, I would take my time strolling through the winding streets of the Gothic Quarter to buy some ingredients for lunch and dinner, maybe some wine, a newspaper, whatever I needed and all the while trying to ignore the pungent smell of the backed-up drains that all Barcelonians come to live with and learn to ignore eventually.

      On my return journey, I would stop off to have my regular morning coffee at a little hole-in-the-wall, family-run café in the piazza that was opposite my apartment. It was my secret pleasure and my safe space. I would take my habitual seat outdoors in the shade and watch the world go by as I sipped at my usual Cortado. I felt like I was among friends and family here, my own family having long since dispersed. I would talk with Senor Roberto, the robust proprietor, about the rivalry he was having with the big chain coffee shops on La Rambla, discuss the state of the economy with the regulars and enjoy the collegiate atmosphere.

      Twice a week, I would take a shortcut down the back streets to seek out Senor Conte’s book emporium; Llibreria de Excellencia. There, I would wind my way through the narrow shelves and seek out new treasures for my collection. Books about Catalan art, biographies of the great maestro Gaudi, occasionally even one of Hemingway’s works; again, it would depend on my mood.

      Regardless of my purchase, I was always guided and advised, and bowed to his superior knowledge, by the great Senor Conte himself. Senor Conte looked like a bookseller and an academic; tall, thin, bespectacled and patrician-looking. In my mind I imagined he had always looked like this, even as a child. When the mood took him, Senor Conte would take out, with a flourish, a rare and three quarters full bottle of Ratafia, pour us both a shot glass and spend the next few minutes discussing the classics of the 20th Century – sometimes Greene, sometimes Hemingway, sometimes Steinbeck, sometimes Vonnegut. Then I would go on my way out into the afternoon sun; new book in hand, slightly drunk and all the better for it after having spent some time with a good friend.

      Occasionally I would stretch my legs a little further, sometimes with notebook in hand in case I was inspired to write, and then move along to La Rambla and head down to Port Vell to sit and admire the coastline and harbour for an hour, enjoying the cool breeze.

      Then it was back to my second floor El Jardin Catalan apartment on Place del Pi and there I would work on whatever writing project was on my desk. Was it the latest political piece for one of the broadsheets in London or New York or Paris? Was it my next novel that was frustratingly at a logjam in my mind and that the publisher was harassing me to complete finally… once and for all, David, please!

      And that was my comfortable life, until the man appeared and shattered my routine. The silhouette introduced himself as Fallon, no first name given and none asked for, at least not by me.

      “I am talking to Mister David Harkness, the eminent author and journalist?” he said, in a thinly veiled Belfast accent. The way he framed the question told me that he already knew the answer; it was nothing but a formality.

      “Yes, you are.” For my sins, I thought, but omitted that from the conversation.

      “That’s grand. I’m Fallon. I’m a friend of a friend.”

      I lowered my sunglasses down to the bridge of my nose and inspected him over the top of them. He didn’t look like the type of friend I would have or want. Fallon, if that was his name, was mid-thirties, squat like a boxer and with a rough face that life had chewed on. He had the tourist’s untucked short-sleeve shirt over jeans and kept his hands near his waistband in case of a tactical emergency. I recognised the stance because I had used it myself in many situations in the past.

      “What friend?” I asked, confused. I was alert. I was ready. Was this an old enemy looking for a soft target? Was it a disgruntled ex-husband or boyfriend from one of my many romantic liaisons? Or was he just some overzealous reader of my work that wanted an autograph, or to comment on my newspaper articles and novels. The jury was still out.

      “Old friends, David, may I call you David?” said Fallon reasonably, but making a point to accent the “friends”.

      “Let’s start with Mr Harkness for now,” I said, in a harsher tone than I intended. Fallon seemed not to take offence and didn’t react. But I reacted; the mention of “friends” had made me react in a big way. Was his meaning genuine or was it a secret code for what I feared it would be?

      “Friends from the Embassy in Madrid, I represent them and I’ve been asked to set up a meeting with you.”

      And there it was in the blink of an eye. I knew exactly what and who Fallon was. He was a bag-man, errand boy and all-round crash contact man on the payroll of the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, station in the capitol.

      “Can I have a seat?” he said, pointing to the metal chair sat at the table opposite me. I nodded and he took the bait. At least I wouldn’t have to crane my neck and squint to see him.

      Fallon looked around, took in the street and the small piazza that was the hub of the area. “It’s a nice place you got here. Cultural, classy. I’ve never been to Barcelona before. I’m down on the Costas myself. Bit more rough and ready, if you get my meaning.”

      I got his meaning alright, even through his concealed West Belfast accent. I would have bet in his time Mr Fallon had carried out some dirty tricks for the Brits in Northern Ireland. Maybe taking care of touts or being a tout himself. Maybe the Costas was a reward for all his hard work.

      “I’m sorry, Mister… ?” I said, playing the forgetful middle-aged man.

      “Fallon.”

      I nodded and put a smile of sympathy on my face like a mask. “Of course, Mister Fallon. I think you are possibly confusing me with someone else. I don’t know anyone in the British Embassy in Madrid or anywhere else for that matter. I think you are wasting your time here, but at the very least let me buy you a coffee before you enjoy the rest of Barcelona.”

      “I was sent by Davenport. Terence Davenport. Does that name ring a bell?” said Fallon brusquely, his eyes trying to penetrate through my dark sunglasses. It wasn’t working, but good for him for trying.

      It absolutely rang a bell. Terence Davenport, MI6 Desk Officer responsible for Near East Operations including Iraq, Iran and all the other colourful hot spots in the region. Once, back in the day, he had been my link man. I was out on the ground while Davenport was safely ensconced in his office. I got the information and Davenport passed it up the chain to the intelligence aristocrats. We were a team and a bloody good one at that.

      Not that I would have told any of this to Fallon. I didn’t know who the hell he was; just some chancer turned up and dropping a few names in the hope I’d let him into old secrets. He could piss right off. Instead, I just droned on about how I may have known a Davenport once, Arthur Davenport, big in Fleet Street, is that who he meant?

      And all the while Fallon was sitting there, slowly shaking his head and listening to my very polite and low-key excuses about how I thought this was all just a case of mistaken identity and…

      “Mr Davenport said that you would do this. He told me to cut through the bullshit and ask you – directly, you understand – he told me to ask you about Calisto. What do you know about Calisto, Mr Harkness?” said Fallon, his voice slightly raised and the West Belfast bark dominant.

      I listened, heard the words, heard the name and paused. Outwardly, my expression was serene, but inside, my mind was in turmoil because in one brief sentence Fallon had shattered my peace, causing two separate parts of my past to smash together like literal atoms.

      And in that moment I wished the ground could have swallowed me up whole.
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        * * *

      

      What could I tell Fallon about Calisto?

      If I had the mind to, which I didn’t, I could tell him everything. I knew Calisto better than anyone. Better than any lover, husband or priest ever would. I had recruited Calisto. I had primed Calisto and I had sent her on her way into the hands of my former Service.

      That was what Fallon or his superiors wanted to know; the career of an asset. But, if I searched deep into the well of my memories, I could have told them so much more about Calisto. I could tell them about my first memory of her, holding her wrapped in my shirt as the midwife in the Maternity wing told me that “Baby needs skin on skin in the first few moments”.

      I could tell them about watching her dance as a toddler in our garden. She was dressed in woolly tights and a floral print dress as she spun round and round to the rock music playing on the radio, until finally she ran out of steam and landed with a plop on her bottom.

      Her first day in pre-school as I waved her off and she strode down the pathway confidently, not looking back, knowing full well that she was going to own this and would probably be running the place within a week.

      I remember her as a ten-year-old! The pair of us, standing holding hands, dressed in black, as we stared down in shock at her mother’s grave; neither of us speaking, the fellow mourners distant in the background. An almost psychic bond connecting us, neither of us needing to speak, everything translated in the squeeze of a hand or the gentle tilt of the head.

      I remember the anger when she was a teenager as she rebelled, with boys and drink and yes, possibly drugs, and the soul-crushing despair as we argued and wouldn’t speak for days. The wounds I still carry with me in my heart, even now, that I had let it get to that stage.

      I remember the pride as I watched this beautiful young woman, the image of her late mother, head off on a train journey to the future education that awaited her at Oxford and I remember with even more pride, if that was possible, attending her graduation from Oxford and my gentle, but persistent, career-pushing towards the intelligence world and away from academia and the world of international corporate technology.

      So yes, I knew Calisto. In fact, I knew her very well.

      I knew her as only a father truly could.
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        * * *

      

      But those were my private memories and they weren’t available to a bunch of spooks; certainly not to a former Belfast knee-capper that did odd-jobs for the MI6 station here in Spain.

      I sipped at my Cortado once more and then sipped at the accompanying glass of water to refresh my mouth. I took my time. I had learned how to slow everything down many years ago. Settle yourself. Work at your pace and respond, don’t react.

      I scanned across a 180-degree turn, trying to see if I could spot any other signs of a surveillance team. I saw nothing out of the usual, but in this congested tourist spot, even at this time of the morning, any one of them could have cameras, audio surveillance and earpieces. After all, Fallon didn’t just turn up out of thin air. He had to have been tracking me for a least a day or so to get my routine. The question was; was he a team member or a solo operator?

      I’d noticed nothing out the ordinary over the past few days, nothing to put me on edge. But then again, maybe I was out of practice. The thought didn’t give me any comfort at all.

      “Is Davenport here?” I asked, deciding to cut to the chase. If talking was to be done, it was going to be with someone way above Fallon’s pay grade. Adults talk to adults while children listen at the door.

      A nod of the head from Fallon. “He is nearby. He sends his best regards to you.”

      “Do you have a car?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The car was a rental, a Seat that still had the Hertz tag hung around the rear-view mirror.

      I had my grocery shopping tethered between my legs in the footwell of the car as Fallon expertly negotiated out onto the main route that dissected the city in half. I was happy to sit back and see how things developed – at least for now. But if things started to feel ‘a little off’, I was quite prepared to smash an Axe-Hand strike into the side of Fallon’s jaw and escape. But that was for the future, maybe?

      Fallon was a talker, mainly about life down on the Costas – the crime, the tourists, failed business opportunities; mostly I ignored him and instead, I spent my time casually glancing at the small shamrock tattoo he had on the web of skin between his thumb and index finger, wondering what the meaning behind it was. Was it a good luck symbol? From what I knew of the intelligence war in Northern Ireland during the worst of the Troubles, the agents there needed all the luck they could get. Who knew – maybe he just liked shamrocks!

      Twenty minutes later we were on the far side of the city; the streets had become smaller, with fewer houses, and the pavements were more deserted and we were climbing up the slowly winding hillsides towards Montjuic, the ‘Jewish Mountain’. We had entered the area of money. I noticed that Fallon had spent the last few minutes running vehicle anti-surveillance, so I guessed that wherever we were heading to, it was a Service safe house and they wanted to keep its location as clean as possible.

      I didn’t have to wait long because a few moments later, we turned into a side road that was home to a private residence complete with a twelve-foot-high wall and security gates. Nothing unobtrusive, just a similar rental home to others scattered around the outskirts of Barcelona.

      “Leave the shopping in the car, it will be fine. I’ll take you back straight afterwards,” said Fallon. He clicked a small remote device that he had retrieved from his shirt pocket and we both walked past the electric security gates.

      As we moved forward past the driveway, the pool and the tiled porch, Fallon produced another key and inserted it into the main door. My instincts told me that Fallon was moving closer to me… whether to protect or kill, I did not know and I wasn’t taking any chances. My hand instinctively tensed, ready to strike to the rear of me if it needed to.

      Here is where it happens, I thought. It will either be a bullet in the head from an old enemy – in short, a trap! Or it would be a meeting with my old controller from the days when I was classed as a first -field agent. Honestly, I’m not sure which I would have preferred more.

      As it happened, the latter won out.

      The door opened and I moved forward, fully expecting to know nothing more once the silenced 9mm round had taken me to a better place.

      In fact here was nothing, none of that. Instead, I was greeted with a calming reception area of cool green that reminded me faintly of the Emerald city of Oz. And there, seated on an old wooden kitchen stool, dressed in an ill-fitting summer suit of stone grey and with a half depleted Sangria in one hand, was Terence Davenport; MI6 desk officer, my old partner in crime and the man that had gotten me into this mess in the first place. He was also one of the finest Intelligence Officers that I had ever worked with.

      “David, my old mucker. It’s good to see you. Come on in, I thought we could have a little chat,” said Davenport, raising a glass and toasting me, his old Etonian bonhomie shining through.

      And in that moment, honestly, I would have preferred a bullet in the back of the head.
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      “What do you think of Fallon?” asked Davenport.

      We had moved location to an outside terraced area complete with the de rigeur pool, sun loungers, chairs and palm trees in plant pots. Davenport had the sun lounger and I had pulled up a wooden chair to sit next to him. Both of us were nursing replenished Sangrias. The sun hadn’t reached its peak heat yet, but it would soon, and I knew from experience that the best place to be was in the cool indoors.

      “I can’t say I have given him much thought, to be honest?” I replied, not committing to sharing my thoughts with anyone just yet. Fallon had remained in the reception area, ready on standby in case anything exciting happened.

      “He’s one of Barney’s boys.”

      “Barney?”

      Davenport looked at me, confused and then the penny must have dropped. “Ah yes, of course, well after your time; Barney Gubbins, HOS in Madrid. He uses Fallon for off-the-book errands.”

      HOS equalling Head of Station. Gubbins was MI6’s man in Madrid.

      “Is that what I am then, Terence, off the books or an errand?”

      Davenport stretched his legs out on the sun lounger and smiled. I could tell by his body language that he too was not committing to anything just yet. He took a sip of his drink.

      “How’s life treating you, anyway? Lost track of you a while back. You are looking well!” he said, changing the direction of the conversation.

      I shrugged. Was I looking well? I suppose it depends on your perspective. What Davenport would have seen was a man in middle age, once-dark hair interspersed with grey, tall and lean. The deep tan was a consequence of years travelling in the hotter, but also more dangerous, parts of the world for long periods, either as a journalist or, as in the old days, as an intelligence agent. The glasses, either sun or prescription spectacles, were a recent addition to the ensemble, a legacy of my mother’s genetics regarding poor eyesight. The rest of me, at least today, was in the uniform of the relaxed tourist – faded blue denim shirt, grey combat trousers and much-worn-in walking boots.

      “I’m doing okay. Life is treating me fairly. A few novels, mainly articles for the news hounds in Washington and Paris these days. It keeps me busy.”

      Davenport gave me the side eye. “I know. I read some of your stuff. I got the people in Archives to put together a briefing pack for me.”

      “And?”

      “Well… I think it’s fair to say that you aren’t a fan of the PM’s little adventure in Iraq recently,” he said, the challenge clear in his tone.

      This was a trigger point for me and he was obviously trying to play me. I was fine with that. I had nothing to lose so I let Davenport have it with both barrels.

      “What, the adventure that was based on false or, at the very least, threadbare intelligence about Saddam having WMD’s scattered throughout Iraq? Just like there was some very dodgy conclusions about his advanced weapons programmes? The one that took us into what was effectively an illegal war? I thought the Service was better than that, Terence?”

      Davenport rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. “Oh, come on, David, we don’t make policy. The Service is a branch of government just like the Inland Revenue. We do as we are told.”

      “Hmm… that’s interesting, because I don’t remember the Inland Revenue Service providing doctored information to drag a country into a war to appease the USA. Did I miss that, Terence?” I countered.

      “David, don’t be so naïve. Seven years ago, Al-Qaeda flew planes into the biggest buildings in New York City. They tried for the Pentagon. What did you think the Americans were going to do? Sit back and brush up the dust? No, they were going to go after the guys responsible and they needed us to help them.”

      “Well, a lot of people from both sides – innocents and not so innocents – died to satisfy the cravings of some powerful politicians from Texas. Oh, by the way, did I mention the oil?” I said, landing another barb.

      Another smile. Davenport had gotten the reaction that he wanted from me. Then, like all talented inquisitors, he changed the conversation once again. Had it always been like this in the past with him? I didn’t think it was – perhaps this was a new, more ruthless version.

      “And Barcelona?” he said. “We like it as a base, do we? Happy here? Like the people?”

      It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision several years ago. England wasn’t doing it for me anymore. I still kept a small flat in central London for when I was in the UK, but really, I had cashed up everything and sold the family home in Bath and began looking for a long-term base. I had thought about France but… no. Even considered America but that was too much of a stretch, especially the way the world was at the moment. Finally, I had my light bulb moment and found that Barcelona fitted me like a glove.

      “It’s very relaxing, thank you, Terence. A great combination of culture, excellent food and, above all, peace,” I said diplomatically. All of which was completely true; for me, Barcelona was my safe space where I was living the best life I could possibly have.

      “What about the ladies? I understand that you have one or two on the go?” said Davenport, cutting in slyly.

      I raised an eyebrow at that. I was friends with several beautiful women in truth and, as long as they weren’t aware of each other, everything would work out just fine, thank you very much. But again, I went with the diplomatic answer mainly because it was none of Davenport’s bloody business.

      “Nothing serious, a night here or there. I’m not committed to anyone at the moment and I don’t intend to be,” I said defiantly.

      Davenport chuckled. “Good for you, playing the field at your age. I only wish I had your vigour and stamina! Once a month with Penny if I’m lucky and even that is with the lights down and the nighty up!”

      Penny Davenport, I remembered. Service wife. Started as a secretary in the typing pool back in the day. They had been married for forever.

      “And how is the Service these days? Aside from pulling fantasy numbers out of thin air regarding Middle East dictators’ weapons of mass destruction capabilities? How’s the new building working out?” I asked, steering the narrative to my agenda.

      Davenport downed the last of his drink and sat up, a frown on his face. He leaned in close to me, his body conspiratorial in shape as he rested a cool hand on my forearm like the old comrades that we were.

      “The castle! That’s what we call the new build. It’s okay, rather vulgar for my tastes. When the tourists know where the Secret Service HQ is, then you’ve got real problems in my opinion. But aside from that, things are much the same as the old days. We all have our fiefdoms, each trying to get a slice of the pie to spend on operations and, despite what the papers tell you, we are being held more accountable every year. The new Chief has brought in a streamlined management style. I’ve never been on so many management and leadership courses in my whole life… and if I have to listen to one more “Change Consultant”, then I’ll literally jump out of my bullet-proof-glassed window!”

      This actually made me laugh and lightened the mood. Then the next thing, we were both laughing and the years had slipped away. This was the old Davenport from back in the day when he was the Head of Station in Tehran and I was his field agent/deniable operator out on the ground. This was the best version of the man that I knew and trusted and I wished there was more of him on show.

      Then the laughter slowly subsided and I took the tactical advantage. The time for pleasantries and all our yesteryears was over. Now, I needed to know why I had been intruded upon, been whisked away to an MI6 safe house and was indulging in geo-political debates with an old spy.

      But most of all, I wanted to know more about the missing piece of the puzzle. So I turned to him, looked him dead in the eye and said coldly, “What the fuck have you done with Calisto, Terence?”

      There must have been something in the tone of my voice because his eyes instantly darted to the reception area where Fallon was located. I pushed hard. “Don’t look for him, don’t even try to call him. You might have a minder here, but trust me when I tell you that, where Calisto is concerned, I am one very motivated individual and there will be only one person walking out of this building and it won’t be an Irishman or an old Etonian. Do you understand?”

      He nodded slowly, sensing that I was telling the truth and was more than capable of carrying out my threats. “So, talk to me,” I said.

      To his credit, Davenport took the threat well. He sat upright, ran a hand through his hair in a motion of self-grooming and said, “She’s gone, David. Disappeared, and we rather hoped that you could help us find her?”
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        * * *

      

      If Fallon had silently coshed me over the head with a truncheon, I couldn’t have been more stunned. My head was spinning in a whirlwind of confusion and pain.

      I was only half aware of Davenport leading me by the arm into the interior of the house and sitting me down on a leather couch in the lounge. He went and got me a glass of cool water and after the heat of the outside it was welcome. If anything, it was that which brought me back to life and refreshed me.

      Davenport closed the sliding glass doors and I heard the air conditioning kick in slowly. He stood over me like a nurse waiting for a patient to finish his medicine. I finished off the water and handed him back the glass.

      “I thought we might have a little chat in here, if that’s okay?” he said kindly.

      Which was nice, but instantly my mind went operational. The place is wired for sound. Davenport wants the audio bugs to pick up all the details of our “little chat”.

      I nodded. “Okay, tell me what has happened to my girl?” I said.

      Davenport came and sat down opposite me on the other leather couch. He took a solemn pose; hands together, fingers interlocked, head lowered forward. He was back in control of the conversation which is where he liked to be. “All in good time, David. We will get to that very soon, I promise. But for now, I’m trying to get a feeling for what is a very fast moving and fluid situation.”

      “Okay, I understand and if I can help, I will. But it’s not a one -way street. I need information about where my daughter is, too.”

      There was the calming hand resting on my forearm again to give me comfort. “I will tell you what I can, I promise. Now, when was the last time you had any sort of contact with Caspera? Incidentally, why Caspera as a name?”

      Hearing her real name gave me a jolt. The only time that we ever used her full name was when we filled in forms for school or college or, when she was a little girl, we had to tell her off for being mischievous.

      I sighed. “When she was born, we decided to give her the best of both worlds, so she would have my surname but a Persian first name. We thought it gave a nice balance. Caspera means ‘the keeper of a treasure’ in Farsi. She was always our treasure. She gave us such happiness because we never thought we would make it out of Iran alive, let alone have a beautiful baby and a life afterwards. We also had the luxury of shortening it to Cassie if we needed to anglicize it.”

      None of this was breaking news to Davenport. He knew the family intimately, so I reasoned it was for the microphones and the follow-up investigation about… whatever this was.

      “So where did the Calisto come into play? Sounds very codename-like?” he asked.

      I smiled, remembering how it had all begun. In my mind’s eye, I can see a seven-year-old Cassie sitting draped in a quilt on the sofa in our old house, her mother, my wife Farah, curled up next to her and reading stories of Greek, Roman and even Persian myths and legends, the pair of them engrossed and giggling at the stories.

      “In a sense you are right. It was our secret, secret name for her. All families have nicknames for each other and this one seemed to fit Cassie perfectly. When she was a little girl, her mother would read her stories of ancient mythology. She liked the story of Calisto, daughter of King Lycaon, the best. So we used to call her our little Calisto for fun. It stuck into adulthood. It was a name that only myself and Farah would use for her.”

      Davenport smiled in understanding. Again, the back story was for the microphones and the files. “Alright, so again, back on track, when was the last time that you had direct contact with her?” he said.

      How long had it been? Probably well over a year, maybe even more, nearer to eighteen months, maybe even stretching into the two-year mark. It hadn’t been a memory that I wanted to hang onto. “The last time I saw her with my own eyes, it was here in Barcelona in my apartment and we argued. About eighteen months ago, possibly longer. It was not our finest moment.”

      “What did you argue about?”

      I searched back in my memory. We are both standing in the kitchen. I have my knuckles pressed deep into the wooden table, trying to calm my temper and frustration down. Cassie was standing, eyes blazing but with tears, hands on hips in a defiant pose that was textbook Cassie. We were like two boxers catching our breaths between rounds.

      I shrugged, trying to keep it vague. “Politics, the state of the world, take your pick. She would argue you into the ground if she believed in something. Cassie was always the same; I often thought she’d make a great lawyer. Even when she was a little girl, a teenager, she’d give you twenty-five reasons why she was right and you were wrong. She was always headstrong.”

      “Did she get that from Farah?”

      “You know only too well she got that from me. She used to say she hated being like me in that respect, hated the combative nature. I guess we were too alike. She wasn’t my daughter for nothing,” I said, both ashamed and proud at the same time.

      Davenport stood up and took off his suit jacket, revealing a shirt that was stained with sweat under the armpits and down the centre of his back. He stretched his legs and walked around the room. “And this time, this argument about politics. Was this because of your stance on the War on Terror?”

      I shook my head. “Not exactly that, no.”

      “Then what?”

      I turned my head in his direction; he stood at the window looking out at the pool. “I believed that she shouldn’t work for an intelligence service that fabricated evidence to placate war-hungry politicians. I thought if she wanted a cause to fight for, there were better options for a girl with her passion and intellect.”

      He turned to look at me. “And what did she say?”

      “She said I was being naïve and that I was an old spy that couldn’t hack it now that there was a new generation with different ideas.”

      “Wow, she doesn’t pull her punches with you, does she? How did that make you feel?”

      “I didn’t pay it any attention. It was just cross words in the heat of battle,” I lied. In truth, it hurt deep down for two reasons. One, because it was true and second, because it came from my child.

      Davenport had rested his chin on his hand in the pose of the thinker. A deep frown had furrowed his brow. “But I’m confused, David. You brought her to us. In effect, you recruited her for the Service. ‘Keeping up the family tradition,’ isn’t that what you said once?”

      I glared at him. I could feel my temper rising. He was baiting me and we all knew it. Take a breath. “We all make mistakes. It seemed like a good idea at the time but then the rules changed. It seemed that intelligence wasn’t what you could prove anymore; it was what you could lie and get away with. I didn’t want Cassie anywhere near that.”

      “But she saw it differently?”

      “Evidently,” I said. “We had to agree to disagree.”
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        * * *

      

      There was the regulation pause while coffee was made and Fallon brought hastily cobbled together ham and cheese sandwiches from the kitchen. Davenport played mum and poured and served.

      “And no other contact since the argument eighteen months, maybe two years ago?” he said, sipping at the coffee from a matt black mug.

      I bit into a sandwich and devoured it. I hadn’t realised how hungry I was. I shook my head. “I received a postcard a few months later from Crete, I think. A vacation. Said she was having a nice time and hoped that I was okay.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “That’s it, Terence.”

      “Is it unusual for you both not to see each other for that length of time?”

      I nodded and shrugged, accepting the reality of it. “Yes, it was. We had fallen out and we are both stubborn. Besides, I assumed she was working – for you lot – and was busy with her career.”

      Davenport was pacing the room again in long, slow strides, deciding how to approach what came next. “Did Cassie ever tell you what she was doing for us these days?”

      “Not really and I’m old and wise enough not to ask. It’s not my first rodeo,” I answered truthfully.

      “No hints? No guesses on your part?”

      I looked at him hard. “Could be anything? I wouldn’t know. Cassie was always discreet. She learned that from me. If I had to put money on it, I’d say something Iran-based, especially since you are here. I mean Near East was always your patch. I guessed because of her language skills that she was working a desk in Requirements.”

      ‘Requirements’ were the MI6 analysts that dissected intelligence gathered in the field. Each region had its own set of specific criteria which was then passed onto the Requirements section that then analysed it, disseminated it and passed it up the chain to their political masters. A large part of the Requirements analysts were multi-lingual. I had always assumed that because of her fluent Farsi she would be fast-tracked there.

      “Got a piece of paper I’d like you to sign, actually,” he said, reaching into his jacket that he had discarded on the chair. He pulled out a pen and envelope and handed it to me. “It’s the newly updated version of the OSA. I’d like you to sign and date the bottom of each page before we go any further.”

      I looked it over. It was nothing new. I’d signed the Official Secrets Act documents many times over the years and if this was the price to pay for gathering information on my daughter’s whereabouts, well, then so be it. Two minutes later it was all read, signed and dated and I was ready to step through the looking glass.

      Davenport was back on the couch, huddled in close in his standard conspiratorial pose. “Look, David, I don’t have a lot of time and you have a lot of catching up to do fast! You with me?”

      I nodded. This was the Davenport that I knew of old. The career Intelligence Officer who had briefed me in the bad old days and sent me back into the field to empty a dead letter box, carry out a brush-past in the souk, or ‘tap’ up a possible source in a crash recruitment. It was the part of him I loved best.

      “Back in our day, the biggest concern that we had with Iran was about the Iranian Revolution and the toppling of the Shah,” he said fervently.

      I remembered it well. We had been on the ground and we knew that change was coming. You could hear it in the voices on the streets and in the cafés and marketplaces. We passed the information back but it was ignored. The Americans say everything is in order! The Americans say the Shah has control! The Americans say that we shouldn’t listen to rumour mills or melodramatic British spies!

      The problem with that theory was that we weren’t melodramatic spies and we were soon proven correct. But hey-ho, that’s the learning curve.

      Davenport continued: “These days, things have moved on, the Iranians have been bankrolling terrorism all over the Middle East from the big leagues of Hezzbollah down to little minor league units. They are fighting a hidden war by proxy and causing chaos all over the Middle East… and. let’s face it… Europe too. But even that we can now class as the recent past.

      “But these days our scope has widened and the West’s biggest concern is the proliferation of the creation of nuclear weapons. At the moment, Iran is on target to create a working nuclear weapons facility within the next decade. Understandably, His Majesty’s Government, the White House and the Israelis are very, very concerned.”

      Davenport wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. I might not have been working for MI6 for many a year, but as a journalist I had kept a close eye on the politics in the region. In truth, a journalist and an intelligence agent are not that far apart in their methods.

      “9/11 changed everything. That’s nothing new; every spook in town will tell you the same thing. But what it did for us in your old Service was concentrate the mind about the real threat. The Chief, C himself, gathered my office together and told us that Iran’s nuclear future was our biggest concern and he wanted results. Let the Americans have their fun in Iraq with hunting Saddam and IED’s and drone strikes. The British would take the real war – the threat of nuclear proliferation in the Middle East. The gloves came off, the money box was opened up and we could explore all kinds of exciting possibilities! Do you follow me still?” said Davenport, taking a pause in his rhetoric and coming up for air.

      Yes, Terence, I’m with you all the way, I thought. Instead, I did the nodding dog impression, eager to lap up any information about where this was going. Was it a flush of excitement that I felt? Was it a surge of adrenaline running through my body as I remembered the thrill of being on the inside of espionage once more, even for just a few minutes? It seemed I too was not averse to flattery.

      “So MI6 Iran Desk was hitting the ground running. We had some very bright people, new people, long after your time, David, working for us. I would say they were creative in the world of intelligence gathering; cyber, technical, geo-political think tank graduates. These were the new MI6!” said Davenport with a touch of pride.

      “It sounds perfect.”

      “It was! It was genius. The only problem was that fantasy soon collided with reality.”

      “What was the problem?”

      Davenport threw his hands in the air. “The problem, David, as you well know from your own experiences, is that Iran is a closed society. And trying to run an intelligence operation inside a closed society is next to impossible. The Embassy and MI6 Tehran Station were basically impotent. One of our officers tried to move and the local Security Services were all over them like a bad rash. So, official intelligence officers were to be kept at arm’s length for their own safety more than anything else. After all, the Iranians don’t muck about! They would have any agents that we did manage to recruit strung up from the nearest crane in a football field faster than you could say collateral damage!”

      I thought I knew where this was heading, but I kept my own counsel and let him carry on.

      “So we were back to square one,” he shrugged. “And then some very smart old Iran hand, which may have been yours truly, came up with the old trick of starting from scratch with a brand-new operation.”

      “Which was what?” I pushed.

      He looked at me as if deciding if I could be trusted completely, the OSA notwithstanding, sighed, and then dived right in.

      “A small team of highly trained operatives, fluent in Farsi and able to blend into their surroundings. They would live under deep cover, independent from each other for security’s sake, each with a specific task to gather actionable intelligence. They would stay initially for a year and then, if applicable, we would extract them. Job done.”

      “And their covers?”

      “Varied. Something small and boring so that no one would pay them any notice. The covers were cast iron, or as good as we could get them. The actionable intelligence was to be purely related to Iran’s nuclear program, terrorist funding and impending military action. We, rather inventively I thought, codenamed them the ‘Oppenheimers’.”

      Oppenheimer, after J. Robert Oppenheimer, theoretical nuclear physicist and the father of America’s nuclear weapons creation, I remembered. Then all the pieces dropped into place. “Terence, let me get this right. Are you saying that Cassie, my daughter, was one of these operatives?”

      He caught himself, paused for a moment and then obviously decided that this wasn’t the time for bullshit. “Well, David… I guess I am.”

      I could feel the red mist coming down over me; the tension in the room increased and anger began to rise inside me. “You put my daughter into Iran… you fucking bastard! You know her background…. you know what they would do to her!”

      Davenport studied me for a moment, gauging my reaction. He played it coolly and calmly. “I know very well what FARAJA and VEVAK do to foreign intelligence agents, yes. But Cassie is a big girl who knows her own mind. I doubt there was anything that either of us could have done once she had committed. I mean, could you imagine the two of you having a conversation about that?”

      I simmered and I thought about the hypothetical. I could imagine the pair of us; me telling her that she couldn’t do it and her, defiant and wilful, giving me the usual twenty-five reasons why it was going to happen. And what would I do? What would I bring to the table? I would use all the mental and coercive skills that I had learned in my old life, and some I had learned as a parent, in order to break down her argument. But there would still be that immovable force of stubbornness. Yes, I could imagine that conversation very well. I also suspected that it would be one I would lose.

      Davenport went with traction, perhaps hoping to distract my mind, and pushed forward with his story. “The programme started well. We had six of them inserted into different locations, giving them enough time to build up their cover and find the pulse of the land. And soon the operation began to bear fruit. Nothing earth-shattering, but enough that we knew our agents were in place and surviving. Then, about a year ago the flow of information began to slow down until it was almost down to a trickle.”

      “But that’s normal, isn’t it? All networks go through peaks and troughs. Some even go inactive for a while. I can remember at least that much,” I said, remembering the handling and service of my own network of agents in the days before the revolution. I had recruited and bought any number of Iranian officers in the service of the Shah and all of them would be fair-weather friends, inconsistent and mercenary at times. It was normal.

      Davenport nodded. “That’s true, networks absolutely do this. But it was the timing of this that was coincidental. It looked too contrived. It was nothing that we could quite put our fingers on, nothing we could prove, but still… it gave the handling team in London the shivers.”

      “Then we got a coded request for immediate extraction from Oppenheimer/3. He had developed a kidney infection and needed medical evac. Arrangements were made and we got him out; RV in the desert, Special Forces on standby, all bells and whistles. The prognosis from O/3 was not good. The situation on the ground was dire; hostile surveillance was everywhere, informants on every corner, freedom of information almost non-existent. From an intelligence point of view, it was our worst nightmare come true. After that, things went south pretty fast, in the space of a month in fact. The contacts went dead, the networks that we had recruited had vanished and we got word of several executions on state TV and radio. It was becoming an information-free zone.”

      I raised an eyebrow and controlled my temper once more. “Is this your way of telling me that my little girl was one of those executed in gaol? Jesus Christ, Davenport, is that what this is?”

      Davenport held his hands up defensively. “No, no, no, David. Not at all! At least, not as far as we know.”

      I breathed out. “You are sure?”

      He nodded vehemently. “As sure as we can be. The listening stations in Cyprus were on the lookout to crack Iranian comms and no one matching Cassie’s description was mentioned in any way.”

      “Okay, so how many of the operatives are left? What’s the casualty rate?””

      “But that’s just the point, David. As far as we know, Cassie… Oppenheimer/6…”

      “Yes?” I urged frantically.

      “… she’s the only one left.”
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      The sun had already set and darkness was falling fast but the heat of the day still lingered. Outside, the pool lights had automatically switched themselves on, giving the exterior a bluish-green hue.

      “Tell Fallon to get the groceries that I brought with me. There’s a bottle of Rioja as well. We might as well be fed while we talk,” I said to Davenport.

      I went into the kitchen to familiarise myself with everything and waited for Fallon to bring the shopping bag in. It wouldn’t be much; some rice, some peppers, a bit of chicken split between three people, the wine the same, but it was better than nothing.

      Twenty minutes later, I had flash-fried everything in a huge skillet pan and had been left with a half decent stir fry. We sat at the kitchen table, like soldiers in from battle, eating quickly and drinking slowly. The food was just there for energy, not for pleasure.

      “I’ll take the dishes, boss,” said Fallon, clearing the plates. Davenport poured us two more glasses of the red wine and we retired back to the lounge. For a while, we both sat in silence, each trying to figure out which angle to start with. I was playing catch-up with the information, while Davenport was organising in his mind what came next.

      “So how long as she been operational now…. on her own, I mean?” I asked.

      “A little over a year… maybe thirteen months.”

      Something jarred in my mind. Something didn’t add up. Then the penny dropped. “But that can’t be right? I got a postcard from Crete almost…”

      He smiled. “It was us trying to maintain a home cover for her. Make you think that she was at work in Headquarters in London… or on holiday… or wherever. We did the same to her friends.”

      “Of course you did. Brilliant, Terence, just absolutely brilliant,” I snapped. I sat in sullen silence for a while longer, annoyed that I’d been fooled and that it had been by some anonymous forger in MI6’s arsenal. All to keep poor old Dad happy and none the wiser.

      “So, the rest of the Oppenheimers are either extracted and/or rolled up in Iran, but she is still active? How is that possible?” I asked.

      Davenport shrugged. “David, I know you are aware of this, but Caspera Harkness is one talented operations officer. If I had to put money on any of the team surviving long-term, it would have been her! She’s a natural; blends in, knows the culture, knows the language, knows how to read people. You know I’m going to say it…”

      “Don’t… please, just don’t.”

      “But she is very much like you. She reminds me of you back in the day; she is definitely her father’s daughter. For nearly a year, we were in secure contact with her. Cassie was trained by our whizz kids as an Information Technology Penetration Resource, ITPR, which is Service talk for computer hacker. And a bloody good one she is, too. She far exceeded anything we thought she could do. Her role was to target personnel and systems relating to the nuclear programme based out at Fordow, near the city of Qom.”

      I sat back and took in everything that I had heard. My daughter was living under extreme danger in Iran; a covert intelligence operative, hacking into the systems for Iran’s most guarded secrets. I felt a combination of fear and that pride again.

      “So, when do we bring her out? You know it’s only a matter of time. All your Iran networks are blown and you have one agent, Cassie, left out alone with limited available resources. In the past, we’ve extracted whole networks for less,” I said. I wasn’t going to quit at this until I had some kind of resolution.

      “I agree, but this isn’t the past, this is the now and there is pressure from above to leave her in place from some sections of our little business,” countered Davenport.

      “The Americans, I suppose?”

      He nodded. “Partly the Americans, but Cassie’s product was buying us an awful lot of influence with Mossad, too. The Chief is doing cartwheels about how we are back at the ‘top table’ again.”

      I bristled at that. “You allow an agent to burn themselves out for too long, it will come back to bite you. You know this, Terence.”

      “True, but we also have another problem that could get a bit messy. Firstly, Cassie refused to come out, even when we dictated an extraction plan.”

      That made me sit bolt upright. “What? That’s crazy. Why?”

      “Honestly, we don’t know. All that we know is that she disobeyed orders and refused, stating that she was near to completing her mission and that she should be left in place for at least the next few months.”

      My mind whirled. Agents aren’t machines; they have thoughts and emotions like everyone else. But when they are given an order of this magnitude, they are trained to obey. Something wasn’t making sense here.

      Davenport continued: “This, combined with the Oppenheimer networks being burned, led to the Deputy Chief/SIS mounting an investigation into what had gone wrong. The PM and Foreign Secretary were briefed on a daily basis about the details.”

      “Really? All because an agent wouldn’t come back out straight away? That’s a bit over the top…”

      “David, you still haven’t connected the dots, have you?” said Davenport.

      I frowned, confused. No, I haven’t connected the bloody dots, Terence, just fucking tell me, I thought.

      “David, there is a theory, and it’s just a theory at the moment, that is propagated by my rival Section Chiefs that Cassie, Oppenheimer/6, betrayed her fellow agents, the networks, the operation and is now acting as a double agent for the Iranian intelligence service and….”

      I lunged at him, as a man of my age should never lunge. Thrusting from my feet, propelling myself forward and then one fist was already up and ready. The fist flew and connected with the side of Davenport’s mouth. The moment that it connected, I felt satisfaction and shame at the same time. I geared up for a second strike, looked down at my old friend’s face and I stopped. I hated myself for doing it.

      Then my arm was pulled back and placed in a lock and I knew then that Fallon had intervened and that the fighting was all over. He threw me to the ground and placed the crook of one shin on my neck, restraining me.

      “Now, gentleman,” said Fallon. “Shall we all just calm down and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea?”
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        * * *

      

      Davenport was nursing an ice pack against the side of his face. Fallon had switched roles from dishwasher, to bouncer, to medic, all in the space of a few hours.

      “It’s okay, Fallon,” said Davenport, remarkably calm considering the situation. “Mr Harkness was just being a tad playful. It won’t happen again, will it, David?”

      I shook my head. “No, it won’t, we’ll be fine.”

      Fallon nodded to both of us and took his cue to leave, although I knew he would be within running distance in case tempers flared again. We sat facing each other again in silence. I knew if I wanted answers I needed to think tactically. Treat it like you would an old agent case, David. Clinical, dispassionate, professional.

      But this isn’t an old agent case. This is my daughter!

      I know, you bloody fool, but for her sake try!

      I threw an opening gambit. “Okay, let’s start with what you have. What’s the evidence and let’s take it from there.”

      Davenport nodded an agreement. “Alright, fair enough. The thinking at MI6 is that there are several possible conclusions that can be drawn. First, and best option for us, is that O/6 is still operating solo and is still active and in play. For me, as her Desk Officer, this is the one that I believe the most.

      “Second is that she is indeed a traitor and was intent on blowing our operation from the beginning. I think this is the least convincing. We know her, we know who she is and what she is and isn’t capable of.”

      Me too, I thought. The very notion that Cassie would do this willingly was vomit-inducing and so off the wall that, unless there was a ton of evidence, it seemed too far-fetched.

      “Third,” continued Davenport, counting them off on his fingers, “is that O/6 has been arrested and is now operating under duress and being played back against us by Iranian Counter-Intelligence. This for me is a possible and it’s one that we can’t discount completely.”

      Davenport’s analysis made a lot of sense. There were the usual routes that happened when a network went down or an agent was blown and the three examples that he had given were the ones that came up the most.

      “There is another conclusion that you didn’t mention. Another possibility,” I said.

      Davenport looked confused. “Really? What’s that?”

      I shrugged. “The conclusion that there is something outside of our sphere that we don’t know about yet. I mean, if we are looking at this forensically, we have very limited information. Operatives operating in a hostile environment, limited resources! An operation like that is always at risk from penetration by a determined counter-intelligence force. Alright, O/6 has stated that she wants to remain in place… well Christ, you show me a determined agent that hasn’t dug their heels in once or twice. Maybe she is genuinely on the cusp of something, maybe it’s too dangerous to move at this time, or maybe she doesn’t want to risk the operation or the personnel to extract her unnecessarily?”

      Davenport looked sceptical. “And this other conclusion about why she wouldn’t be extracted? What is it?”

      “I don’t know, Terence. That is exactly what we are here to find out. What was the last communication she gave you? Any clues in that?”

      He stood and stretched, placing the ice pack on the glass coffee table. “Yes, there is, actually, which is partly the reason why you are here, David.”

      “Okay, why didn’t you tell me straight away?”

      Davenport shrugged again. “I wanted to see what you knew already before I hit you with the big reveal?”

      I stared him down. “Well, are you going to tell me what it said?”

      “It said, ‘Calisto needs Tamerlane to return a blessing to Arc…’ and then the message got cut off mid transmission,” said Davenport.

      “Tamerlane?”

      “Yes, David, Tamerlane.”

      “Ah well,” I said. “That could be a problem, couldn’t it?”
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      Tamerlane. That was a name I hadn’t heard for a long time and for a moment, if I’m honest, it threw me a little. Which was saying something, considering it had been a night – no, a day – for bombshells.

      Tamerlane, from the poem by Edgar Allan Poe. Tamerlane, the great warrior that looked back on his life with regret and wondered what his life might have been like if he’d have made different choices. The irony was not lost on me.

      So yes, I had been my own kind of Tamerlane for a long time. When I had been working for MI6 in Iran, Tamerlane was the name that I used in secure communications and contact meets. Tamerlane will meet you in the square… Tamerlane, can you clear a DLB up by the border?… Tamerlane, can you lean on your source in the Ministry of Security?

      It had been a name that had been talked about inside the family between Cassie, Farah and myself. That part of our life had been over for many years and we often spoke about the details of our old lives in Tehran. Did I tell my daughter of what I used to be? Not at the time, of course, but certainly later. To help her understand her cultural heritage, we both wanted her to know about the sacrifices that we had made for both her and the country that we both loved. And besides, what child doesn’t want her father to be her hero deep down?

      Davenport brought me back out of my fugue. “The last word got cut off in the secure messaging system. Either the power went down, which is not unusual in that part of the world, or O/6 was interrupted mid-stream. Arch? Arcane? Arcade? We thought maybe she was trying to set up a meeting in a games arcade or internet café. I know we are reaching here but we couldn’t figure it out. Any thoughts?”

      I shook my head and lied my arse off. “No, nothing. I’m sorry.”

      “And the mentioning of your old codename, what do you make of that?”

      I laughed, more of a bark, but then I was tired, exhausted and strung out, so I didn’t really care by this stage. “You mean you don’t know?”

      “I’d like your opinion on it. And no, I don’t bloody know.”

      “You and Penny don’t have children, do you, Terence?”

      The question seemed to take him aback and he floundered a little. “No, not for us, I’m afraid. All that screaming and wet nappies. We are both far too selfish. Why? What has that to do with anything?”

      I slowed it down for him. “It’s the use of the names, Terence, that is the code. Calisto is our family name for Cassie and Tamerlane is a name, totally unconnected with your operation, but which she knew from the past, that belonged to me when I worked in Iran for the Service. It’s blindingly obvious! She is doing what any child does when they are frightened. She is sending a message home to me, not to you.”

      “Which is what, David? Bloody hell!”

      “It’s simple. She needs her dad.”
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        * * *

      

      I said that I would like to return to my apartment. It was three in the morning by this time and the world had taken on a sense of unreality that only comes when you have been awake for too long.

      Fallon fired up the Seat, while Davenport set about locking up the property. The drive back was a soporific blur; the heat, the rocking motion, the exhaustion of the past few hours had taken its toll. Only Fallon looked bright and alert and on point.

      Between half closed eyes, I began to notice familiar buildings and I knew that I was nearing the gothic quarter of the city.

      “Can you drop me off at the top of La Rambla?” I said. I wanted to walk, even for just a few minutes, just to clear my head. Five minutes later, the car drove into the still bustling streets of Barcelona and dropped me by the fountain at the Playa Catalunya. The clubs had kicked out and there was a steady stream of young people heading back to hotels, some drunk, some morose, all noisy. I got out of the car and stretched.

      Davenport lowered the passenger side window and poked his head out. He looked like I felt. “I know it’s been a shock to the system, but if you think of anything, remember anything, then we will want to know. Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ll be in touch in a few days. Maybe we’ll have some new information then and we can sort this mess out. So don’t wander too far for the foreseeable future.”

      I nodded. “I hope so, Terence, I hope so.”

      Then I turned away and began to slowly walk home, back to what I hoped would pass for sleep.

      “Do I get an apology for the punch?” I heard him call from the car in the distance.

      No, you fucking don’t, I thought, but when I turned around to tell him so, the car was already driving away back into the night to go wherever spies go to sleep these days.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived back at my apartment twenty minutes later and I immediately stripped and lay naked on the bed, not really sleeping, watching the early light beginning to seep into my bedroom. It was not a warm night anymore, at least not by Barcelona standards, but I was drenched in sweat and my skin was on fire. No amount of breeze through the open window or glasses of ice-cold water seemed to cool me. It was a fire engulfing me.

      Sleep was what I craved, because sleep would at least be a brief reprieve from the waking nightmare that I was living at this moment. I could feel my mind racing like an engine. It was the same way when I was working on an article or, even worse, on one of my books. The room got smaller and my mind became busier until it felt like both were going to explode. It was a blur; Davenport, Fallon, the safe house, Iran, Oppenheimers… and at the centre of it all, at the very nexus, was Calisto, my little Calisto… who I discovered I didn’t really know at all.

      Was she a traitor? Was she a play-back by Iranian Counter-Intelligence officers? No, that was just too ridiculous to even contemplate. Was it something more, something unspecified, or was that just the fevered three a.m. mind-fuck of a desperate father looking for answers and latching onto anything?

      But searing, burning its way into my mind was the puzzle of why would she need me more than she would need the Secret Intelligence Service, the professional spies? I was her father, yes of course, but I was an ex-spy, out of the intelligence game for a very long time and with no real operational knowledge of her mission. I had no, or at least limited, resources.
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