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UN covert negotiator, Yael Azoulay, has been sent to Reykjavik to broker a secret meeting between the US President and her Iranian counterpart. Both parties want to reach agreement, but Yael soon realises that powerful enemies are preparing to sabotage the talks. Enemies for whom peace means an end to their lucrative profit streams.

In this gripping, intelligent thriller, Adam LeBor draws on twenty-five years of frontline reporting to show us who really calls the shots in the corridors of power.
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For Róbert and Zsuzsa Ligeti, who welcomed me


At Yaels feet he sank,

he fell; there he lay.

THE SONG OF DEBORAH

JUDGES 5: 27


PROLOGUE

Northern Syria

He dreams of death.

The pistols muzzle, warm and heavy against the back of his neck.

The sweet reek of cordite.

A millisecond of agony.

Oblivion.

*

The blindfold was ripped from his head.

Rifaat al-Bosni sat up slowly, opened his eyes, squinting against the glare of the midday sun.

A boot smashed into his ribs.

He toppled over, bolts of pain shooting down his side, fought to breathe, scrabbled in the dirt, finally righted himself.

The khamsin was a yellow fury. The light blinded. The wind howled. The air was thick with sand, so hot it was barely breathable, slashing at the exposed skin of his face.

His shoulders were on fire, his legs numb, his wrists bleeding from the plastic cuffs that held his hands behind his back. He had not eaten for two days, had drunk only a cup of brackish water that morning. Cold sweat, peppered with grit, sprouted across his face. He closed his eyes for a moment.

The boot pushed hard against his chest.

Get up, kuffar.

He knew that voice. Younis spoke with the flat vowels of Manchester, a city in northern England. His face and neck were wrapped in a black and white keffiyeh. Only his eyes were visible, dark and gleaming.

Al-Bosni swallowed, coughed; even the interior of his mouth was coated with sand. I am not a kuffar. I am a believer. Just not in your God.

Younis laughed. This is not a theology class. He kicked al-Bosni in the thigh. Get up.

Al-Bosni struggled to his feet, then his legs collapsed. He sprawled in the dirt, daggers stabbing his thighs and calf muscles as the blood returned. He lay on his side, pulled his knees back and forth. The daggers became pins and needles.

Younis kicked him again. What the fuck are you doing? Exercising? You have five seconds.

Al-Bosni ignored the blow and stood again, carefully. His legs wobbled but stayed upright. The wind was so strong against his back, it helped him stand. He blinked, coughed again, and looked around. A giant black banner inscribed with white Arabic script, There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet, flapped back and forth in the wind. The rayah.

Reached by a single dirt track through the arid scrubland, the settlement was spread over two sides of a narrow inlet of the Euphrates. Huts huddled together a few yards from the rivers edge, but the fishermen and their families were long gone. There was no shop, not even a mosque.

Al-Bosni had been taken prisoner two weeks ago, in Aleppo. The Islamists now controlled hundreds of square miles of territory, from this hamlet with no name to the outskirts of Baghdad. Much of the border between Iraq and Syria no longer existed. A caliphatean empire of Islamhad been declared, and its brutality was unrivaled. Scenes of torture, executions, and beheadings continuously streamed on social media. Every few days American air strikes pounded the Islamists positions, but the leaders kept relocating to small settlements like this one. Al-Bosni had been fighting with what remained of the Free Syrian Army, of moderate Muslims and secular nationalists. Unlike many of his comrades, he was still alive. On either side of the rayah a line of severed heads stared back at him, each mounted on a pole.

A mile or so away, out on a tiny peninsula, a different flag flew: the red banner of Turkey. The Tomb of Suleyman Shah, the father of Suleyman the Magnificent, was a tiny enclave of Turkish territory deep inside what used to be Syria. A road led from the mainland to the peninsula, where the gray stone mausoleum stood in the middle of a verdant, manicured lawn surrounded by a high fence. A small barracks housed a garrison of Turkish soldiers. Amid the swirl of alliances, betrayals, and counterbetrayals, somehow the tomb and its surrounds had survived the war untouched.

Al-Bosni glanced at the water. The Euphrates was swollen by spring floods, a fast-flowing palette of brown and green. A tree branch bobbed in the current, rebounded off the muddy bank, was sucked out into the great expanse of water. What bliss it would be to dive in and be carried away by the current, to float down into Iraq, be spat out into the Persian Gulf.

A blow to his back sent him reeling. He staggered, unable to use his arms to balance. Youniss hand caught his shoulder, turned al-Bosni to the right.

Younis was famous on the Internet. He used prisoners for target practice. Ideally Shia Muslims, but those of any faith would suffice. Each time Facebook took down Youniss page, or Twitter shut down his feed, it reappeared a few hours later, the name slightly altered, with even more followers.

Younis pushed al-Bosni toward a mechanical digger that stood near the riverbank, its engine idling. A few yards away black clouds of flies buzzed around a long, deep trench. A jihadist waited by the edge, his face wrapped in a black keffiyeh, a full-sized television camera on his shoulder, filming four fighters as they readied their weapons.

Al-Bosni and Younis stopped near the digger. A long column of blindfolded men, perhaps a hundred in all, waited there, each with his hands on the shoulders of the man in front. Al-Bosni glanced into the trench. Amid the bodies there were flashes of color: white sports shoes, a green T-shirt, a blue jacket.

The first prisoner was led forward. Al-Bosni watched the elderly man shuffle along, shaking and murmuring, worry beads taut in his hands. He stood on the edge of the trench, a dark patch spreading over the crotch of his tattered beige trousers.

The firing squad took aim. The moment he had been captured al-Bosni knew he was a dead man. This, at least, would be quick.

The leader of the firing squad looked at the cameraman. He peered through the viewfinder, then glanced at the gunman and nodded. Shots echoed over the water. The old man jerked sideways, tumbled forward, still holding his worry beads.

Younis jabbed his AK-47 into al-Bosnis back. Not yet. Schoolhouse.

He pushed al-Bosni toward a single-story building. The walls, once painted white, were now a dirty gray. The windows were covered with black cloth. Two jihadists sat outside on either side of the door, their assault rifles resting on their legs. Banana clips of ammunition were piled up on a small chair nearby. The lid of a long wooden box lay open, showing a stack of Kalashnikov assault rifles, still shiny with grease. Somewhere a generator sputtered, spewing petrol fumes.

The fighters looked at al-Bosni with curiosity. Both were Americans. Al-Bosni had heard them talking in a Florida twang.

He walked into the room. The desks and chairs had been shunted to the side. Another black rayah was draped against the back wall. Two large standing halogen lamps stood in either corner. A fighter stood behind a video camera mounted on a tripod, making tiny adjustments to the controls. Bottles of Turkish mineral water stood on a small table nearby. A long, curved scimitar lay on a chair in front of the camera.

An older man with close-cropped hair leaned against the wall, watching as he methodically ate an apple down to the core. Al-Bosni had never seen him before at the camp. He was in his midsixties, tanned and fit-looking, wearing a light brown North Face jacket and Timberland desert boots.

Al-Bosni looked at the chair, the scimitar, the cameraman.

Not like this.

He forced himself to control his fear. A plan began to form in his mind.

Water, he pleaded.

Younis slung his weapon over his shoulder, took a bottle, twisted it open, and tipped it over al-Bosnis head.

Al-Bosni leaned back, trying to send a trickle of water into his mouth. His right foot flew up between Youniss legs. The blow was, at most, half strength. But it connected.

Younis grunted, in both pain and amazement. Al-Bosni flicked his foot forward again and swiftly kicked Younis in the groin, harder this time. Youniss face twisted and he lurched backward, his gun clattering to the floor.

Al-Bosni sprinted for the door. He would not make it out of the camp. And even if he did there was nowhere to run. But he would die on his feet, in his own clothes, not in an orange jumpsuit, sedated and dragged before a camera.

The fighters outside the entrance jumped up and spun around to block the door, their assault rifles pointing straight at al-Bosni. He stood still and closed his eyes. Water trickled down his head, along his nose.

*

The stream flows clear and bright in the morning sunshine. His finger rests against the trigger of the hunting rifle. His father lies next to him, his breathing steady and slow as he points across the water.

*

He tensed, focusing hard on the memory.

What felt like a sledgehammer hit him in the side. He flipped around, landed on his back, felt the weight of his body pressing down on his arms and cuffed wrists.

*

The deer raises its head. The air smells of spring. The sound of the shot thunders through the trees. The deer crumples. Pride fills his fathers face.

*

Al-Bosni opened his eyes.

Younis stood above him, the butt of his gun raised like a hammer. He whirled the weapon around, held it against his shoulder, and aimed at Al-Bosnis head.

Al-Bosni smiled, nodded. Do it.

Tata, Im coming.

The visitor took a last bite of the apple, flicked the core away with his thumb, and stepped forward. He placed his hand under the barrel of Youniss gun and lifted it upward. Youniss face was a mask of fury. But he did not resist.

The visitor leaned over al-Bosni, helped him to stand, opened a bottle of water, and handed it to him. He took out a pocketknife and sliced through the plastic handcuffs. Al-Bosni clenched and unclenched his fists, feeling the blood returning to his fingers. His right leg shook uncontrollably. Then the visitor took out a small, light blue booklet the size of a passport from his jacket pocket. He looked at al-Bosni, then down at the identification page.

Rifaat al-Bosni. Is that your real name? he asked, his voice curious.

Al-Bosni gulped the water too fast, coughed, violent spasms that convulsed his body. He was angry and scared, relieved and, yes, disappointed all at once. Does it matter? Who are you?

I ask the questions. How did you obtain a UN laissez-passer?

Al-Bosni stared at the visitor, his leg slowly stilling. The mans eyes were hypnotic: one pale blue, the other dark brown. His manner was casual but there was steel underneath.

Al-Bosni replied, I work for the UN. I am an aid worker.

Meaning?

I help people.

The visitor flicked through the pages of the laissez-passer, looking at the entry and exit stamps. People in Kosovo, Chechnya, Afghanistan, Iraq …

I serve where I am needed.

The visitor smiled. Rifaat al-Bosni. A Muslim with light blue eyes. An aid worker who commands soldiers in battle. Who can plan an ambush, hit a target a kilometer away.

Al-Bosni paused before he answered, drank some more water, slowly this time. He thought for a moment before he spoke. Who was this man? He spoke mid-Atlantic English, but there was the faint hint of another accent underneath, a staccato rhythm that had not quite been eradicated.

Al-Bosni said, Sometimes a gun is the best form of aid.

The visitor smiled. Yes. Sometimes it is. He walked closer to al-Bosni, glancing at the photograph page of the laissez-passer and then staring at his face. He nodded, as if satisfied, and slipped the document back into his pocket. Armin Kapitanovic, please come with me.


PART ONE

NEW YORK


1

Yael Azoulay kicked off her red wedge sandals and braced her bare feet against the grubby black PVC covering the taxis partition, her back and shoulders pushing hard into the bench seat. Two anchors in a news studio talked on the tiny television screen mounted on the dividing wall, a ticker relaying the days closing share prices underneath.

Now, she said, her voice urgent.

The driver looked right, left, ahead, checked the mirror, and looked ahead again. He touched the brakes, then yanked the steering wheel hard to the left while the car was still moving. The taxi lurched down and to the side with tires screeching, barely missed a blue Honda with a startled young woman at the wheel, then righted itself and sped off in the opposite direction.

Yael dropped her legs down and turned around, steadying herself with one hand on the seat. She picked up her phone, held it against the rear windshield for several seconds as the taxi headed downtown along Riverside Drive, then dropped the handset into her purse. It was six thirty on a pleasant late April evening in Manhattan. The redbrick apartment blocks glowed in the light. A cool breeze blew in from the Hudson, gently rippling through trees that were thick and green with spring. Joggers trotted through Riverside Park, young mothers chatted, their children in strollers, sticky fingers waving.

Yael glanced at her apartment building, a cord of tension inside her. Michael the doorman was still standing under the cream and blue awning on the corner of Riverside Drive and West Eighty-First, with the bottle of wine in his hand. He had stopped waving, looking puzzled, as Yaels taxi sped off.

The black SUV with tinted windows was still a hundred yards behind her, but now it was facing the wrong way. Yael watched the car slow down and start to turn. It was almost halfway around, its thick hood poking into the other side of the road, when a white cement mixer truck appeared behind it. The truck lumbered around the SUV, determined not to give way, then, prevented from going any farther by the heavy traffic, stopped just in front of it. The SUV was now stuck in the middle of the road, triggering a cacophony of car horns.

Yaels taxi driver, a tall Sikh wearing a purple turban and a Bluetooth earpiece, smiled appreciatively at the chaos behind him, then looked at Yael in the mirror. Where to now, lady?

Yael thought quickly. They were heading south. She had a minute or two before the cement mixer inched forward, allowing the SUV to finish its turn. Riverside Drive ran along the western edge of northern Manhattan, parallel with the Hudson River. The taxi driver could pick up the Henry Hudson Parkway at West Seventy-Ninth to get her downtown, away from the SUV. That would be the fastest, simplest route, but she would be stuck on a six-lane freeway with limited opportunities for diversions or escape. And the SUV was faster than the taxi and would soon catch up.

Yael turned around and leaned forward as she spoke to the driver. That was great. You did really well. Take a left at Seventy-Ninth, then turn onto Broadway. Head downtown.

He smiled at the praise. Thank you, madame.

The driver had talked nonstop in Hindi into his Bluetooth since she had gotten in the caruntil shed handed him a fifty-dollar bill and explained what she wanted him to do when she gave the word. That had been fifty dollars well spent. But her next idea was more complicated.

She looked at the drivers nameplate, encased in Perspex on the top right-hand corner of the partition. Aap kahaan se hain, where are you from, Gurdeep?

He looked at her in surprise. Delhi. You speak Hindi?

A few words, she said, switching back to English. You have friends nearby? Other drivers? New York taxi drivers, almost all of whom were immigrants, usually had numerous friends somewhere nearby. Manhattan was surprisingly small, at least compared to London or Paris.

The taxi driver nodded. Sure. My cousin is a developer. He made an app so we can keep in touch. He pointed at the dashboard GPS and the half-dozen brightly lit cursors moving slowly across its screen, two bunched up together. My brother, two blocks away on Amsterdam at Eighty-First, he also has a Ford Crown Victoria, most excellent car, he said, slapping the dashboard. My other cousin, very nearby at West End and Seventy-Ninth. He has a Mitsubishi minivan. He shook his head and pulled a face. Not so good. Slow.

Yael glanced at the television. The news anchors were gone, replaced by a shot of the White House. Part of her brain registered the news ticker: Terrorist scare in downtown D.C., car-bomb found at parking lot near White House … President Freshwater pledges Reykjavik trip will still go ahead. But the rest of her was totally focused on her next move. It was a gamble, but she had no choice.

Gurdeep, she asked, her eyes on his in the mirror. Are you a gentleman?

He looked back at her. Of course, madame.

Yael flicked back her auburn hair and gave him her most winning smile. I am in trouble. I need your help.

More U-turns? he replied, his thin face intrigued.

Yael leaned forward. Something like that. She explained what she wanted Gurdeep and his cousins to do.

He glanced at her in the mirror. But that is illegal, madame. We could lose our licenses.

You wont, said Yael. She continued talking.

Gurdeep stared at her in the mirror, assessing her and her request. He paused for a few seconds before he replied. You can guarantee that?

Yael nodded emphatically. Absolutely.

*

Michael Ortega stared at Yaels taxi as it turned around, corrected its skid and sped off down Riverside Drive. He walked back inside the apartment buildings lobby, the wine still in his hand, concentrating fiercely on a short series of letters and numbers.

Enrico Vasquez, his shift coworker, looked at the bottle and raised his eyebrows. Vasquez was Mexican, in his late fifties, portly and taciturn. Ortega was half his age, brawny, with dark blond hair and a soft Southern California accent.

Changed her mind, I guess, said Ortega.

A taxi pulled up by the buildings entrance. An elderly lady, laden down with Bloomingdales bags, got out. Vasquez nodded at Ortega and stepped onto the pavement to help her.

Ortega stopped at the doormens desk, put the wine down, and grabbed a pen and a sheet of note paper. He quickly scribbled EXW 2575, black SUV, spider crack in left-side rear brake light, folded the paper, and stuffed it into the back pocket of his uniform. He glanced at the vestibule that led from the entrance into the main lobby. Vasquez was busy chatting with Mrs. Rosenberg, a wealthy widow who lived in a large apartment on her own and gave substantial tips each Christmas, as he carried her shopping toward the elevator.

Ortega grabbed the wine and walked through to the back of the lobby. There was a fridge in the doormens locker room, where he placed the bottle. He walked back to the lobby and sat down at the long wooden desk, once again wondering at the turn-around in his fortunes. He strongly suspected that his good luckif luck it waswas somehow linked to what he had just witnessed. The SUV certainly looked familiar. A car like that had brought him into Manhattan from LaGuardia airport. He would give Yael the wine back when she came home. He looked forward to the encounter, no matter how brief. Maybe he would tell her the license plate number as well. He knew an evasive maneuver when he saw one.

*

As Yaels taxi sped toward West End Avenue, a sharp snap resounded across an enormous office that overlooked K Street in Washington, DC.

Clarence Clairborne looked down at his desk. Two cracks had appeared in the phone: one across the back of the handset he had just slammed down, the other fracturing the cradle. He reached to buzz his secretary, then thought better of it. Instead he continued to watch the four New York traffic camera feeds on his outsized computer monitor.

Moron.

What was the SUV driver thinking? And why were they using this car?

Clairborne had specified at least three vehicles, all unobtrusive: well-used Fords or Chryslers in bland colors, with a team communicating by radio. But no, they tailed a highly security-conscious target in a single car that looked like it had just driven out of a rap video. Of course she had spotted it. A blind cat in a dark cellar would have spotted it. On the screen the SUV was still stationary, stuck behind the cement mixer, in the middle of its 180-degree turn.

The chairman and CEO of the Prometheus Group closed his eyes for several seconds, then picked up the Montecristo Reserva smoldering in an ashtray by his keyboard and drew deeply. He closed his eyes for a moment, relishing the fragrant smoke. Nobody made cigars like the Cubans. The fact that he was committing a criminal offense by smoking them made them taste even better. He slowly exhaled, opened his eyes, and peered at the computer screen again, willing the traffic to move.

The cement mixer had moved forward a few feet. The SUV was slowly completing the turn.

Clairborne shook his head and inhaled again on his cigar. The smoke caught in his throat and he coughed loudly. Why couldnt they organize a simple tail? A better question was, why couldnt he? He had insisted on getting involved, had specified how the operation would be run, but somehow it had all fallen apart. First they use the wrong type of vehicle, and only one of them, and then that one gets stuck in traffic. Step this way, ladies and gentlemen, to see one of the richest and most powerful men in the world get royally fucked by a cement mixer.

The black SUV slowly finished its turn, headed down Riverside Drive, and turned right onto West Eightieth. Finally, the idiot was heading in the right direction.

At least New Yorks Domain Awareness System was working. The DAS took feeds from thousands of police and privately owned CCTV cameras across the five boroughs and funneled them into a central channel for the New York Police Department. Manhattans grid system of numbered horizontal streets and wide, vertical avenues made the city easy to divide into zones and therefore ideal for CCTV surveillance. Clairborne had lobbied hard for the technology, persuading city officials that in the post 9/11 world such a system was not a luxury but a necessity, one best supplied by the Prometheus Groups clients and business partners. A Caribbean cruise for the developer and his girlfriend, together with a large brown envelope thick with hundred-dollar bills, had ensured that Clairbornes computer had access to the NYPD system.

The top two sections of his screen showed the feeds from the cameras on the corner of Riverside Drive: the top right side showed the traffic flowing uptown, the left side downtown. The bottom two sections showed the nearby cross streets that ran east to west across Manhattan, from West Seventy-Sixth to West Eighty-Second. If any of his personal drivers had executed a U-turn like that of Yaels taxi driver they would soon be looking for a new job, but it had worked. Clairborne watched her taxi turn left and head up West Eightieth.

He pressed a series of buttons on his keyboard. The cameras showed West End, the next avenue to the east, then Broadway. Both were jammed with traffic. Clairborne was as intrigued as he was angry. Why was she headed into the evening commuter snarl-up? Why didnt she just take the Henry Hudson Parkway and head downtown as fast as possible? And where would she go next, uptown or downtown? Or would she cut across the Upper West Side until she reached Central Park and disappear on foot?

Clairborne put his cigar down in an outsized ceramic ashtray emblazoned with a picture of the White House, a souvenir for presidential dinner guests. The tobacco had soothed him for a few seconds, but now he felt even more agitated. Especially as he was getting involved in what should be a minor operational matternot a good use of his time when he had one of the most powerful companies in America to run, a barrel-load of lost contracts to win back, and more. Except nothing was minor if Yael Azoulay was involved. That much he had learned.

Clairbornes fingers moved again across the keyboard. The avenues vanished from his computer screen, replaced by the cross streets. Her taxi had moved a block, but was now stationary behind a red light on the corner of West Eightieth and West End Avenue. The SUV had caught up after the U-turn, now just three cars back. The light on West End Avenue changed to green. Clairborne could see the traffic start to pull away down the avenue, flowing right and left. The taxi could go no farther.

Clairborne rested his hand on his capacious stomach. Finally. Everything was under control. They had her.


2

Very few people had been kind to Michael Ortega in his twenty-seven years. He had grown up in a childrens home in a rough part of Oakland, California, abandoned by his mother, a prostitute who had died of a heroin overdose when he was ten. He had never known his father, assumed he was one of her johns. The staff at the home had been dedicated, but overworked and underfunded, and he soon learned to look out for himself. He was quick with his fists and feet and street-smart, and also intelligent. His teachers saw his potential and encouraged him to apply for university scholarships.

Ortega had won a scholarship to UCLA to study English literature, but a week before he was due to move to Los Angeles, he changed his mind. Scared that he would be an outsider because of his childhood in an orphanage, and lack of a family, he enrolled in the Marines. After two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan, he came home, another recruit to the legion of militarized young men with a skill-set not especially useful for civilian life. In his case, it was static surveillance from a concealed hide and long-distance photography. Ortega had returned to Oakland, tried and failed to get work as a photographer, drifted through a series of jobs as a waiter, bouncer, and security guard at a mall. Until the arrival, about two months ago, of his mystery benefactor. His initial assignment was a little strange: he was
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