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1

The Secret Intelligence Service puts two years and over £100K into the training of new field officers. You’re shown how to steal cars, strip weapons, hack bank accounts. There are courses on the use of improvised explosives, two workshops dedicated to navigating by the stars. But nothing about what I had heard one old spy call  whiplash. No one tells you how to go home.

You’re marching through the bowels of Tripoli’s Ain Zara Prison on Thursday; Saturday night you’re at a dinner party in Holland Park. Cutlery tinkles. There is something you’ve forgotten. You lock yourself in the bathroom and call a restaurant on Martyrs’ Square to hear a particular woman’s voice and when the phone’s answered there is automatic gunfire in the distance. The world cannot all be real at the same time. You apologize to your hosts as you leave, blaming jet lag, then sit on the Central line hearing mourners wail. After the first few times, officers switch to a desk-based role or they find ways of managing the transition. I can’t do desks, so I had to learn.

I accumulated rituals, which veered in status between superstition and procedure. A lot of these involved returning to particular places—ones that I could touch as if they were charms and say: Everything’s under control, you’re here again. The Premier Bar in Jordan’s Queen Alia Airport was a favorite. Travel between the lucky and unlucky parts of the world regularly enough and you’ll find yourself killing time in Queen Alia. It was one of the twenty-first century’s great crossroads. The Premier Bar tucked itself away in a corner of the main terminal, a fridge and three aluminum tables, with a clear view across the departures hall. It had Arabic news on a flatscreen TV and bottles of Heineken in a fridge. I thought of it as my local pub.

On this occasion, I was on my way from Saudi Arabia to London, with strict instructions not to stop until I was on English soil. This in itself was ominous—most of my debriefs were held in third countries. My operation had been pulled suddenly. I had one bag and the clothes I wore, which I was starting to realize stank of smoke and petrol. The pale jacket and chinos of a certain type of Englishman abroad are not made for arson.

I sipped a beer and tried to unwind, letting the adrenaline seep out, enjoying globalization at its transient best. A Congolese family in green and purple robes filtered through a charcoal-gray swarm of Chinese businessmen. Two dazzling white sheikhs led faceless wives in gold-trimmed burkas. Eastern European sex workers pulled Samsonite cases, heading to the Gulf, Southeast Asian ones in denim cutoffs on their way to Europe. The skinny, bright-eyed Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan laborers clutched mobile phones and scanned the departure boards. Staff of NGOs and media organizations sipped water, restless or exhausted depending on the direction of travel. I watched to see who responded as flights were called: Erbil, Jeddah, Khartoum. There were other solitary individuals like myself, traveling between identities, meeting each other’s eyes but not for long. You found a lot of snapped SIM cards in the bins. Private security contractors favored duffel bags. They looked well-fed, and walked with the stiff swagger of men who’d been heavily armed until recently.

I could have done with some of them earlier today, I thought. Six hours ago I’d been in an abandoned mansion on the edge of Asir in Saudi Arabia, close to the border with Yemen. The mansion had been trashed. The previous night a local group of unknown affiliation stormed the place, looting what they could on the pretext of combatting decadence. The occupant—a notorious playboy, discreet funder of terrorism, and precious agent of mine—had fled. I now knew he’d been arrested by the time I got there. At that moment, all I’d been told was that I had ten minutes to clear the place of anything sensitive before a more purposeful crew arrived.

I walked through with an empty rucksack, my footsteps echoing as I searched. I’d been inside once at a party, two years ago, amid crowds of prostitutes and coked-up Saudi royalty. I hadn’t been memorizing the layout. It was a fifteen-bedroom, thirty-million-dollar palace: fun to trash, difficult to search. Crystal teardrops from the chandeliers littered the floor among balls from an antique snooker table. There were scattered books, broken glass, trails of blood where the intruders had cut themselves climbing through windows. They’d shot his pets, ransacked his wardrobe, slashed some dubious abstract art and one haunting Fantin-Latour still life. A single word of spray-painted Arabic livened the wallpaper:  Irhal. Leave.

Which was good advice.

“Are you seeing this?” a voice in my earpiece asked.

The satellite image on my phone showed a convoy of five Toyota pickups heading straight toward me. Unclear who they were, but there were no good options. The barrels of the rifles sticking out the windows were clear enough.

“I see it.”

“Probably get a move on.”

I climbed the stairs. The first floor gave a view across the grounds. Most of the buildings I used in the Gulf were built with anti-ram walls, barriers, ballistics window film. This wasn’t one of them. It had a defiant lawn, some cacti, date palms, and an elaborate sprinkler system. A Ferrari belonging to the man who used to live here remained beside those gates, a white shell of carbonized metal. Silver puddles gleamed in the burnt dust beneath it, which perplexed me until I realized it was the metal of the brake pads, melted and resolidified. That was surreal and beautiful. My own driver leaned against the gatepost, binoculars raised. A plume of dust from the convoy reached up from the suburbs of Abha, the nearest city. That was 3.4 kilometers away.

“Eajal!” Quick, he shouted, turning.

I estimated ten minutes before the men arrived, two more to breach the gates. The local Saudi police had vanished, the SAS unit attached to the intelligence services for scenarios such as these was caught by checkpoints on the highway. I was left with three temporarily loyal members of a carjacking gang high on anti-epileptic medication that they consumed by the handful, claiming it gave them courage. Maybe it hadn’t kicked in yet.

One of my current allies, Samir, appeared in the corridor behind me, fat, eyes bulging, a pistol gripped in his hand.

“We go now.” He was agitated. Beside him stood a cousin or nephew, no older than sixteen, in an FC Barça top, barely able to lift his Kalashnikov.

“Five minutes.”

“Two minutes.”

“Here, swap.” I reached into my jacket, gave the boy my handgun, and told him to forget the rifle. “I’ll be back down before they get here.”

I took a breath, mixed some oxygen in with the fresh adrenaline. Nice and alert; let’s get this done. I opened doors, looking for electronics and paperwork, for the secure room he had somewhere, finding abandoned Kevlar, fine china, leather-bound encyclopedias.

I had one minute left.

At the end of a second-floor corridor I found the door I needed, punched a code into its electronic lock, saw inside, and my heart sank.

Seven or eight crates of material filled the small, windowless space: bank statements, shipping documents, loose cash. I counted four laptops, seven concertina files, stacks of invoices for the weaponry he was funding. No doubt, somewhere within the mess was evidence of UK ties.

Samir appeared behind me, saw the haul, swore.

“We must leave it,” he said.

It would take an hour to remove it all. If we had a van. A call came from downstairs: They could see the convoy approaching. I threw the rucksack into the pile.

“Get a can of petrol from the fuel house.”

“We don’t have time.”

“We’ve got time. Go.”

I began to sort through, taking the cash, ensuring the hard drives were exposed. A sheet of the  South China Morning Post caught my eye. It had been folded small, tucked into a box of necklaces. I unwrapped it and saw what looked like two uncut diamonds. Even in the murky room they sparkled: yellow-tinted and unmistakable against the newsprint.

I pocketed one diamond, wrapped the other back in the paper with half the money. When Samir returned with four jerry cans, I gave him the wrap of newspaper and told him it was a present for later; I needed him poor and wary for a few more minutes. We both splashed petrol over the hoard, and then he ran down to start the car. I took a final breath before lighting the place. Sometimes it’s left to you to perform the ceremony alone, to lower the flag. To admit defeat.

An hour to the airbase, a flight to Medina, then a private jet into Jordan. No one had offered me a change of clothes. And petrol smoke sticks to you. Messages kept coming in on the phone belonging to Christopher Bohren, my cover identity: fellow art dealers, drug dealers, a company that specialized in installing infinity pools. All wondering why I’d disappeared.

I had no idea.

So the opportunity to catch my breath in the Premier Bar was more than an indulgence. I washed the taste of blood out of my mouth. The situation was a mess, I didn’t doubt that. My agent had vanished, Saudi Arabia looked like it might kick off, and someone somewhere in Vauxhall Cross was worried about my own potential capture. But I had also been expecting this: The intelligence service liked to keep you moving, to stop you from building empires and attachments. The longer you were in the field the more vulnerable you became, so the thinking went. As well as the dangers of overexposure, the theory involved some old-school notion of going native. Operations got pulled overnight and you rarely, if ever, got an adequate explanation. I sometimes wondered about HQ’s envy of field officers, whether they created their own secrecy just to keep you in your place. Sometimes it was as simple as a budget cut.

For now I wanted to enjoy a last moment of freedom, of being Christopher Bohren. For all the professional setback and geopolitical consequences of my departure, I was pleased to be here. The magic of returning to places never diminished—of finding them still there: the tables, the weary face behind the counter. It felt like keeping a rendezvous.

On the TV screen:  Saudi funder of terrorism arrested.

There he was: my agent, at a party beside Lake Como. I must have been a few meters off camera. The caption beneath his face:  Is Saudi pact with extremism over?

That was the question posed by RT Arabic, the Kremlin’s new Arabic-language station. They had good footage: a reporter standing beside smoldering ruins, with the carbonized Ferrari visible over his shoulder. I finished my beer and got another.

“You used to show Al Jazeera here,” I said. The manager shrugged. “You prefer Russian TV?”

“My staff prefer it.”

I took the drink to my table, wondering at the way the world changes in small details. The journey from the counter gave me an opportunity to scan my immediate environment. There had been one man sitting at the Starbucks across from me for fifteen minutes now. He’d taken a seat facing in my direction, although he hadn’t looked directly at me once. He had an Arabic paper spread in front of him but his eyes didn’t track the text. Not airport security, but I thought I glimpsed a holster.

I finished my beer, watched a group of businesspeople speaking Russian hurry toward the flight to Damascus. After another few minutes my Starbucks friend departed, slinging a laptop bag over his shoulder. I put my phone on encrypted mode and dialed a Syrian number.

“I’ve had to pause things. There’s a few bits and pieces arriving which may be traceable to me. I’d like you to dispose of it all.”

“Yes.”

“And then I think you should also go quiet for a while.”

“You are abandoning us.”

“The situation’s become precarious.”

“We are ready.”

“I appreciate that. I have to follow instructions.”

“It is very bad here,” the man said. “Very bad.”

“I know.” I rested my eyes on a video screen above the concourse, a woman in a field of lavender pressing a perfume bottle to her throat. “I will be doing everything I can to ensure you have no problems,” I said. “If you speak to Leyla, will you tell her I’ll be in touch as soon as possible?”

He hung up. I closed my eyes. The fabled license to kill is nothing beside the very real license to die; to walk out of a life and its responsibilities. No farewells, no last confession. I picked up my phone again and called CIA’s station in Islamabad.

“Tell Reza, Courtesan’s been arrested,” I said. “Everything on ice for now.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know. I’ll message when I do.”

I moved a British passport from my bag to my jacket pocket, booked a night at the Mandarin Oriental in Kensington. Then I went and bought a suit and a clean phone.

I knew from experience that in five or six hours I’d be facing men and women in ironed clothes who would determine, from how I presented myself, the level of mishap they could pin on me. Luckily, routes to and from war zones make for good shopping: Rolex, Ralph Lauren, and Prada do their own sleek profiteering. The woman in the Prada concession—elegant, flirtatious—didn’t blink at a man who stank of petrol smoke digging out his money belt and buying a three-grand suit.

“You have been staying in Jordan?” she asked.

“Just passing through.”

“English?”

“Canadian. What about those boxes? What’s in those?”

“Watches.”

I chose a watch.

“Can you wrap this?”

“Of course.” She wrapped it, tied a ribbon and offered me a choice of message tags. “Just a blank one, thanks.”

Doors of carved dark wood led between potted palms into the Royal Jordanian Crown Lounge. No familiar faces inside. At the back was a disabled toilet that had served me well over the years. I changed, tore and flushed my receipts and tags, checked that my paperwork was in order. Then I took a condom wrapper from my wallet, removed a pouch of duct tape, and pried it apart. Inside was a small key, the key to my own life. I rinsed off the glue and transferred it to my pocket.

I shaved, used the corner of my boarding pass to get the dirt from beneath my fingernails. Finally, I tried looking into my own eyes. I was thirty-six, five-eleven, 160 pounds, ash-brown hair faded by the Middle Eastern sun. I started operations looking well: groomed, trim but not so worked-out that I could be mistaken for military. I ended them haggard and bloodshot and with a wired edginess that triggered attention.

I eased the tape off the new wrapping paper and removed the gift box, took out the watch, then tucked the diamond into the velvet lining and rewrapped it. I found the tag and wrote:  Let’s quit.

At the boarding gate, the usual sunburnt crew gripped their Western passports as if they might try to wriggle away. The flight took off at ten thirty a.m. I stayed awake over Lebanon, trying to see how much power was on, caught a glimpse of western Turkey, slept through Europe.

Heathrow was unusually quiet. No issues at the border. I walked into the UK, part of me hoping there was no one there to meet me, but I was out of luck.
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My driver held a sign with my cover name. You could almost believe he was a standard chauffeur if it weren’t for the eyes that scanned the people around me as he took my bag. Square-jawed, broad-shouldered—an army physique at odds with the gray suit.

“How was the journey?”

“Very smooth, thank you.”

The car was convincing too: black Audi, authentic private hire license in the window. Its bulletproof glass and run-flat tires weren’t easily identifiable for untrained eyes. The sky above it was gray, the bite of English winter refreshing.

“Alastair Undercroft apologizes for not being here in person to welcome you home,” my driver said, when we were inside. “We’re to proceed directly to the meeting.”

“That’s fine.”

He kept his eyes on the mirrors as we drove, watching security and police. After several years living the life of Christopher Bohren, the most likely source of trouble was New Scotland Yard. I let him get going before leaning forward.

“I’d like to go via Marylebone High Street.”

“Sir?”

“I have something to pick up.”

“I’ve been asked to take you straight there.”

“We have time.”

“Okay.”

He looked uncertain, put a call in to someone announcing our change of plan. Everyone had their orders. But his was the last deference I’d get for a while, and I wanted to use it.

London looked solid, fortressed in a thick, impregnable peace. A dream that had congealed. How long was I going to be here? I directed him to a Caffè Nero across the road from a Balthorne Safe Deposit Centre and he pulled up.

“How do you take your coffee?” I asked.

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“Go on. Flat white?”

“No sugar.”

I crossed the road to Balthorne. A row of classical columns obscured the front window. Reception was wood-paneled. They minimized human interaction. Four cameras and a smartly suited elderly guard watched you approach the entry gate and place your palm on a glass panel that read your veins. If your veins lined up, you got to enter a six-digit PIN code and walk in.

It became more functional inside: another desk, a brightly lit corridor, and finally stairs down to the vault. By this stage, the key seemed quaint.

In my box there were a few photographs, some handwritten poems, souvenirs of past operations, and a manila envelope containing a SIM card. I unlocked my briefcase and removed a couple of grand in various currencies, depositing it along with a fragment of pottery that might have come from the Temple of Artemis in what was now northeastern Libya. I kept the diamond. Then I took the SIM and placed it in my new phone.

I crossed the road to the coffee shop. As far as I was concerned, since the operation had been pulled six months early, I had half an hour for a coffee. And I needed strength for what was to come, whether or not it included re-entering my own life. I took the driver his flat white, with a pain au chocolat, which I felt should buy me ten minutes. Then I returned to the café and sat down.

Peace throbs. You’re alert to threats that aren’t there anymore, and the senses overload. Three young women came in, talking in Cantonese. A man in a corner of the café muttered Turkish into a Bluetooth headset. The coffee shop window was bare, no defensive blocks between it and the road. But there would be no attacks. I tried to re-enter the complacency. A copy of the  Times had been folded on a rack beside the tills so that you saw a strip of flames in a front-page photo, but they were somewhere far away.

My hands looked tanned in the English light. My lips were cracked. I stared at the screen of my new phone. When you charge up a phone, you entertain the fantasy that a life will return. I’d always brace myself for the personal business I’d have to deal with but forget to brace myself for its dwindling pressure. When you expend your energy maintaining another person’s identity, your own becomes neglected. In the last seven weeks I’d missed two birthday parties, one wedding, several job offers. There was an invitation to lunch from an investor friend who owed me for some timely information, but no message from the woman I wanted to hear from. At least, that’s what I thought at first.

Emails likewise: irrelevant things or those I was too late for. I checked the junk folder in case that was where my life had been diverted, saw something strange.

It was an email from a Tutanota address with a string of letters and numbers for a name. Tutanota was an encrypted webmail service based in Germany. This was a procedure I used for agents. Subject line: Lottery Win.

The message had been sent twenty-two hours ago. I scanned the email for malware, then opened it. The content of the email was two lines:

 

 HAPPY BIRTHDAY.



 CLAIM YOUR PRIZE.



 

“Happy birthday” meant danger: I was in danger, or the agent in question was in danger, and I needed to initiate exfiltration procedures; i.e., time to get out of town. “Claim your prize” meant that a file had been uploaded to a message board hidden deep within the dark side of the internet.

When you’ve refined systems that work in the field, it’s good to stick with them. But you make sure each agent has a unique signature, procedural details that identify them so you know who’s contacting you in the absence of formal identification. I’d used this system with an agent in Turkey code-named Mescaline—Khasan Idrisov, a young man I had been fond of, with his pale eyes and thin beard; the frayed handkerchiefs with which he’d mop his brow. His decapitation was still up on YouTube last time I checked.

So the message was a surprise.

I looked around Caffè Nero, sipped my coffee, read the message again.

There was no way anyone should have had the code, let alone my personal email address as well. Now I looked through my missed calls more closely. Around the time of the email there were three attempts from a foreign landline. At 8:12 p.m. last night, 8:14 p.m., then 8:21 p.m. The prefix was 87 172. A check online confirmed it was a landline in Astana, Kazakhstan.

I’d been in the country twice, briefly—both times near the start of my career, more than fifteen years ago. There was little MI6, activity there; the service ran a minimal station out of the embassy. It provided some shallow cover for intelligence operatives and electronic surveillance, and had enjoyed a moment of inflated importance after 9/11—Kazakhstan was a supply route to Afghanistan—but in the resource-strapped world of MI6, nowhere retained staff without good reason. The world is big, and intelligence operations are expensive and politically complicated. Nothing came up online for the number: no individual or business. I set up GPS scrambling so my location was concealed, dialed the number back. It rang but no one answered.

My driver stood watching me beside his Audi, cigarette cupped in his palm. I needed a clean device with which to access the darknet. That wasn’t going to be easy today. As I got up, I wrestled with a thought I didn’t have the capacity to process at the moment. One other person alive knew the contact system, the person I wanted to hear from more than any other—but not like this.
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I considered asking for another diversion, purchasing a laptop, retrieving whatever had been sent. But we were running late, and I was starting to feel any further action needed to be as inconspicuous as possible.

We followed the river east, sank into the Blackwall Tunnel, through the shabby tranquility of southeast London into Kent; bare branches, a splash of rain, suburban oblivion before the M25 reduced the world to litter-strewn verges.

I didn’t get invited into Vauxhall Cross anymore. They’d have to disinfect the place afterward. The ideal of HQ was to remain a sterile domain in which transgressions by men and women like me echoed only faintly. It was a truism in the intelligence service that the better you were in the field, the less London wanted to know you. On a shaded lane outside Sevenoaks, the driver stopped, checked his mirrors. When no other vehicles appeared he turned left down a rough track between stone pillars to a gate. Two men in Barbour jackets approached the car, an Alsatian straining at its leash. They let the dog sniff around, checked the driver’s papers, peered into the back, and gave me a nod. They pulled puncture chains off the track and we continued.

After another minute we arrived at a sprawling redbrick manor house with stables at the side, marshy paddocks at front and back. A Mercedes had been parked in one of the stables. Two armed men in gray suits sat in the main building’s flagstone hallway, breath steaming.

“Home again,” one said, recognizing me. “Phone, please.”

That was new. I handed over my phone. He winked, nodded toward the stairs. “They’re waiting for you.”

Not quite Miss Moneypenny. Still, the environment offered a shred of comfort. I had been here years ago, crafting the Bohren cover in the first, optimistic flush of the Arab Spring.


   You have experience with revolutions.



   How’s your Arabic?



   Up to speed with the Muslim Brotherhood?


Rolling coverage on, courtesy of Al Jazeera; me, fresh from Ukraine, still filled with ideas of extending the color revolutions to Russia itself. Why not? But the Middle East was where the story was happening: freedom blossoming, a chance to remake the world. That seemed a very long time ago, with a lot of optimism and ideals crushed along the way. I allowed myself a flicker of nostalgia as I climbed the rickety stairs, breathing the same country air. I remembered the view of low hills and forest. A landscape for deer hunting, I had thought at the time. Tudor country: Thomas Wyatt, Kit Marlowe—men entranced by the power they served, who thought they could borrow some of its glory.

My debrief took place in a large room, a mesh of gray conducting material over the walls, rendering it a secure communications facility but giving an air of dust sheets and decline. Three people got to their feet when I entered: Alastair Undercroft, Director of Operations, Martina Lansdown, Section Chief: Libya, Syria and Yemen; finally Damien Mitchell, an advisor to the Foreign Office, though not one you’d come across very often. Undercroft was first to shake my hand.

“Good to see you, Elliot.” The pink ridges of his bald head looked raw under the lights.

“Welcome back,” Lansdown said. Her suit was the olive green of military fatigues. Mitchell offered his hand but didn’t smile. He sported a five-o’clock shadow and his black hair gleamed with whatever kept it scrupulously parted. The walnut desk in the center of the room bore two laptops sitting on their secure cases of nickel- and silver-plated nylon, plus a Panasonic Toughbook showing satellite imagery. Beside this was a tray of sandwiches, untouched.

Six years ago the FO had identified an urgent need to bolster our connections with rebels in Libya and Syria. They wanted to know about activists, but also more battle-ready opposition. I was already tuned in to some of the movements from my time in Tunis and Cairo. The plan was to monitor and control the flow of arms, men, and communications equipment as much as possible. Prevent massacres, fight dictators, empower the right kind of rebels—ones who would owe us favors when the dust settled—all without the kind of military intervention that made news bulletins. Overseeing this was a small, ex-directory unit of MI6 set up in the 1990s after the fall of the Soviet Union, incorporating those familiar with the movement of Islamic fighters, as well as the intricacies of the diplomatic relationships that concerned them: Pakistan, Turkey, the Gulf states. CIA were on board, keen to make it a liaison operation with Six, because liaison operations didn’t need to be reported to Congress. MI6 and those cabinet members in the know wanted it kept out of HQ to avoid the need for formal ministerial sanction. I was needed because you can’t do everything with drones.

The taciturn overseer of this plan, Alastair Undercroft, had wanted me to enter that world, as someone who could befriend funding sources for rebels of all stripes, to map out the web of shifting alliances between Riyadh, Ankara, and Tripoli. I thought it sounded like an opportunity to immerse myself rather than run around another desert, sticking targets on backs. I would have to win trust, which took time, which was what I’d trained for. I convinced him that art dealing involved as much mysterious movement of funds as any other pursuit, that it incorporated a genuine passion of mine, and that our chief target—the terrorist sponsor Rashid bin Talal—was already in discussions about setting up a museum of modern art in Riyadh. So we created Bohren. I engineered an encounter with bin Talal six months later at Basel art fair, established that he was serious about collecting, that he nursed a crippling hard-on for young white men, and that he was shipping over five hundred grand a week to militant Islam. Those were the kinds of contradictions that appealed to me. I recruited him five months later, which was quick, but still felt luxuriously gradual by the standards of the modern intelligence service. I code-named him Courtesan and insisted that no more than six individuals knew his real identity. We kept him in play for the sake of his knowledge, his cash, the cover he gave our own schemes, and diplomatic relations with the Saudis. It was win-win all the way round.

“We’ve had confirmation,” Undercroft began. “Courtesan was arrested, six a.m. our time, Saudi side of the border. Believed to have been taken to Ulaysha Prison. Obviously we’re monitoring the situation. I know you’ll want him out. Intervening now risks drawing attention.”

“So will him talking.”

“It may be too late.”

“Where was E Squadron?”

“Wrong side of town, it seems. Total cock-up; no one’s pretending otherwise. There’s going to be a full review. We think perhaps the Turks stuck an oar in. Washington’s got its new tunes, as you know, and that’s causing pressure. Things were going to come to a head sooner or later.”

“It’s too many people to abandon. Too late in the day.”

“The office feels the whole thing’s gone too far, Elliot. They’re saying you took it too far.”

“They didn’t want it to succeed.”

“They don’t see this as our cause. Not anymore.”

I bit my tongue. Fieldwork sometimes felt like being told to build elaborate and very fragile constructions next to the sea; one day the tide of diplomacy turns, swamping it all, and you wonder why you bothered.

“We appreciate the work you’ve put in,” Mitchell said.

“We’re all frustrated,” Undercroft elaborated. “But those theaters aren’t the priority they once were. And there’s an additional problem.”

The problem was five million dollars’ worth of Chinese assault rifles which had vanished off the face of the earth.

“Are we correct in thinking these were purchased via Courtesan—they came via his channels?” Mitchell said.

“That’s right. You requested them, to arm our allies. Or those you considered allies until twenty-four hours ago.”

“They’re nowhere to be found.”

The situation could have been written off as another “cock-up” if it wasn’t for the troubling source for the information—a contact in Switzerland’s Federal Office of Police, which had apparently made some tentative inquiries about Bohren. The Foreign Office had got jumpy and instructed us to cut all ties before MI6-sponsored weaponry turned up on jihadi YouTube. They were very concerned about what “bore our fingerprints.”

So that was that.

Christopher Bohren had two homes I had decorated, as well as friends, prospects, magazine subscriptions. Obviously, some of this would linger. His work would be reabsorbed by the legitimate art dealership housing him; his personal contacts had been primed for an unannounced departure. Soon Bohren would be a curious memory, an individual who had passed in and out of lives, barely there in the first place. Operations Security would fade him out of existence over six or seven months. But he would not be me anymore.

When we’d exhausted our thoughts about the events of the last forty-eight hours, they brought out lists of names. Mitchell had the air of a man who was about to deal with individuals even less patient than himself. He wanted me to treat former contacts “unsentimentally” in order to “clarify the situation.” It was a phrase the Russians used to mean “kill someone.”

Every deal I’d made had been cleared. Yet they had a way of asking about it as if I’d sat alone in the desert wondering how to equip the Free Syrian Army. I existed because of the things the government wasn’t allowed to do, and that brought vulnerability. I began to think through the individuals who might have been here but weren’t, and what their absence signified. It felt like sobering up at a party to find yourself alone.

I cooperated with Mitchell’s questioning, but you learned to give London what it needed and not much more. The Foreign Office cannot bear too much reality. When you travel between a world of reports and the one that people die in, intelligence product becomes a dubious thing. You impose order on chaos, give other people a false sense of understanding and authority. It involves the transformation of friends and brothers into agents or targets. That was the border crossing that eventually exhausted you. I wasn’t prepared to endanger someone who’d recently had my back just because of a policy change in Whitehall.

As we worked through the details of deliveries and payment chains, I kept wondering about the email contact and the missed calls. What was waiting for me on the dark web? The more my welcome home began to feel inadequate, the more this contact seemed the real business. Eventually I let the thought that I’d been fighting surface. The one other living person who knew those protocols was the officer from whom I’d inherited the agent concerned: Joanna Lake. I hadn’t seen her in six months, but the thought of a reunion had sustained me.

On a break I went outside, asked for the temporary use of my phone, then took it as far from the house as I could go without attracting suspicion. I found the last number I had for Lake and rang it, but the line was dead.

Three calls from a landline in Astana last night. Online, Kazakh news sites focused mostly on snowfall. There had been a storm for three days, beginning on the night of the calls. Roads were closed, whole villages had been buried. Other than that, the president had made a speech about diversifying the economy. Some industrial strikes continued. Nothing that brought the missed calls into focus.

After lunch I was interviewed by a man of around sixty with the patient, lethal air of Security Branch. He gave his name as Howard. He was curious about why I’d chosen to burn the contents of the secure room rather than bring them home as instructed. Curious about a lot of things, including my visit to the safe-deposit box this morning.

But most of all he asked about contact: who I’d had contact with, who I was in contact with, relationships I was in or had, or had left behind.

“Your lifestyle under cover has been somewhat hedonistic, am I right?”

“That would be one way of describing it.”

“Funded independently? We know you have to have a loose rein. But we need to be sensitive to financial vulnerabilities. And expense, of course.”

“I’m not financially vulnerable. But I didn’t keep all the receipts. Is that a problem?”

I kept my flickering anger behind a cooler mask—humored him, answering questions accurately. There’s always security concern, and minor panics of one sort or another. I caught him staring at my new watch. I didn’t know if he was going through the motions, reminding me of my place, or if they harbored genuine suspicions. Perhaps I should have taken it more seriously, but it seemed petty and domestic. Part of me remained in less comfortable rooms, alongside men and women who’d risked their lives for British schemes and had been left holding empty rifles.

At three p.m., Howard departed. Undercroft and Lansdown returned with fresh satellite imagery. I talked them through the towns and alliances of Syrian Kurdistan, while making my own tour of what survived, distracted by new rubble.

“They’ve destroyed the old mosque,” I said.

I reached over and enlarged the image. A nineteenth-century mosque I’d been fond of during a brief stay in Al-Hasakah had gone, replaced by a mound of beige stone. It had been bulldozed; militiamen, enraged no doubt by the tiled calligraphy. I tried to imagine that rage. Their iconoclasm was more than just an aversion to beauty and I found it fascinating, even while the results were awful. To them, the sites themselves were blasphemous; not just art or ornament, but the very existence of the past.

As we were wrapping up for the day, exhausted, I said:

“There’s an officer who works in I/OPs: Joanna Lake. Do you have any idea of her whereabouts?”

They said they didn’t.

4

We concluded the session at seven p.m. I was to proceed to the Mandarin Oriental. Next meeting would be in thirty-six hours in the back room of a private bank in Mayfair.

“Get some rest,” Undercroft said. “But don’t leave the country.” He smiled.

I was driven to the hotel beside Kensington Palace Gardens, Bohren’s bolt-hole when staying in London. The place was a cliff face of redbrick Edwardian ornament facing the darkness of the park. Usual doorman, crinkly smile as I was ushered into luxury. The receptionist smiled too.

“Mr. Bohren, so nice to see you again. We’ve given you the Master Suite.”

“That’s very kind.”

“Not at all. No luggage?”

“Not this time.”

I could feel my physicality adjust as I accompanied a bellboy to the lifts. Bohren was gregarious and slick. Not a man I personally liked, but others seemed charmed. They took to him more easily than I remembered anyone taking to me. The bellboy bowed gratefully as he received his ten-pound tip. I closed the door and stood among the suite’s art deco–inspired features and custom-designed furniture: a chandelier like a starfish stuck to the ceiling, small sculptures of stags sat on a mantelpiece above the digital fireplace. I turned the virtual fire off, put the diamond in the safe. My phone scanned for electronic surveillance devices. No detectable signals, but it was best to assume you were being watched. I drew the blinds against the view of Knightsbridge. I hated west London, which always made being here somehow comforting; it told me I wasn’t in my own life.

I lay down for two minutes and felt the icy creep of depression. Hotel rooms were good for suicides and blackmail, not much more, in my experience. Whiplash, I thought. How does one just stop? Keep moving. Keep a pace ahead of the anxiety. I went back downstairs, walked to PC World just before it closed and bought a cheap Toshiba laptop, then sat at the back of Starbucks, out of range of the cameras, and used their Wi-Fi to download privacy software.

Beyond the daylight realms of the internet were the places where people gathered anonymously, and which you could only enter by becoming encrypted yourself. The right technology routed you through a maze of servers, losing your identity in the process. Websites weren’t able to track the geolocation and IP of their users, and users couldn’t get any of this information about the host. You could talk and meet and share in pitch darkness.

I went to the file-sharing site I had used with my agent, Idrisov, entered the password, scrolled down the board looking for a file named  Dalia, the name we had agreed for uploads.

There it was.

November 27, an audiovisual file had been uploaded with the title  Dalia dances. The thumbnail preview showed a girl in a leotard. It was only if you looked at the file size that you’d notice it was several megabytes larger than it should have been.

Steganography was the art of concealing a message within another message. The intelligence service’s technical department had come across a lot of men hiding images of child abuse in apparently innocent jpegs. It was an obvious enough idea to use similar ploys for our own purposes.

I downloaded the file, ran it through decrypting software, and braced myself for whatever revelation demanded such concealment.

A new filename appeared:  Catalyst.avi.

From the opening frame it looked like CCTV or a spy cam, black-and-white, wide-angle lens, high on a wall. The room was plush—white furniture, glass coffee table. I thought maybe a hotel room, but the décor wasn’t coordinated enough. Not one I recognized. A suited man stood alone at the window, turned so that his face was obscured.

From the angle I’d guess the camera was concealed in a thermostat or vent. It looked down on the top of a chest of drawers by the far wall and a sofa directly below. There was a window through which you could see an area of roof then what may have been an adjacent wing of the same building.

I glanced around the café again, then clicked play.

No audio. There was a briefcase on the glass coffee table, a decanter, a heavy-looking square ashtray. There was a framed picture on the wall: a horse and rider traveling through a mountainous landscape.

He browsed a bookcase at the back, checked his watch. I still couldn’t see his face.

Watching people who think they are alone had never lost its appeal for me. The first few times I expected some revelation, but now it was the very absence of secrets that I found fascinating, the quiet thrill of a shared mundanity.

At fifty seconds he turned and poured a drink, and his face was visible for the first time.

I hit pause. Then I checked the room again and enlarged the image to see the face more clearly.

It was me.

I was clean shaven, smart, in a suit similar to ones I owned but not exact. I stood in a room I’d never been in. It was my face, my build. I hit play, watched myself sit on the sofa, pick up cigarettes, change my mind and put them down. I sipped a generous measure of what looked like whisky or cognac. At one minute and forty-five seconds, another man entered.

He was Central Asian. Dark hair swept in a heavy fringe, holding an old-school Nokia 130.

I didn’t recognize him. The man said something, locked the case but left it lying on the coffee table. I gestured toward the decanter, appeared to offer him a drink. He went to a room at the back and returned with a glass of water. His movements were stiffer than mine. We touched glasses. You could see my jaw muscles tense. Then I checked my watch again.

He left the room with me. A second later the clip ended. The footage lasted three minutes, twenty-five seconds in total.

I remember most rooms, let alone most individuals I’ve shared them with. I’d never been in that room or met that man. I looked more closely at the shadows cast by objects, the movement of faces and hands: light reflections, skin texture, blinking. It all appeared real. There was a mirror on a cupboard at the side with a crack across it. The reflection matched the room. I studied the architecture visible through the window: It looked like we were high up, in a modern skyscraper with a glimpse of an adjacent wing and the roof of a lower tier. The façade was ornamented. Neo-baroque spires fenced the rooftop off from the sky. It didn’t look Western, more like something you’d find in a former Communist country.

I clicked back, watched myself again as I left. A triangle of light fanned out across the floor. Two shadows disrupted it, and then both were gone.
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“Happy birthday.”

I imagined the chain of events behind this. Someone had come across the video file, illicitly or otherwise, and felt I needed to see it. They wanted me to know I was passing through rooms I’d never been in. There were implications. They chose an ultra-discreet means of communicating: not via official channels, but via a dead man’s code.

I took the box from the safe, unwrapped it, and held the diamond in my palm. I closed my hand around it, then tried Joanna’s number again. The silence was becoming loud.

 


Memory erodes from the inside out: Beginnings and endings sharpen as the rest grows vague. My last glimpse of Joanna Lake was in a lorry driver’s café on the M1, beside the Newport Pagnell motorway services’ area. She was following new security protocols. This was one of them: I couldn’t be seen within five miles of her workplace, which was a governmental facility with unique sensitivity.

We had spent a weekend together, shadowed by its own brevity and the dark unknown beyond it, ruined by a fight of unprecedentedly personal dimensions. I was heading back to Saudi Arabia, to live another life. She was heading back to a UK-based role she wouldn’t tell me about.

We weren’t good at farewells, which aren’t easy when both of you are embarking into secrets. And it didn’t help when we tried to rescue the situation with promises that demanded more faith than we retained. This time when we spoke about leaving the intelligence service, I think we both meant it. We ended with a show of reconciliation but I had emailed twice in the intervening six months without reply.

The first time I met Joanna was fifteen years earlier, in an anonymous central London building where two men and three women had been invited for second-round interviews. They kept us sitting in a draughty room at the back of the ground floor for more than half an hour. I had been working the room, introducing myself to the other candidates, believing it was part of the test and already enjoying the newfound liberty of a fraudster. She spoke to no one. After half an hour she opened a window, perched on the sill, then swung her legs over. Four of us watched Joanna Lake lean into the flame of her lighter before exhaling smoke at the London sky.

When she turned up again at the IONEC—the Intelligence Officers’ New Entry Course—I was surprised by how glad I was. And friendships forged on the IONEC tended to stick. They’re some of the last you form with people who are allowed to have a foot in both your first life and your life in the service. We got put in different streams. She was more technically attuned, grasped the psychological aspect of operations better: propaganda, information warfare. Part of me still saw intelligence work as a quest for knowledge: to be at the heart of things, the one who knew what was actually going on. She found that endearing and naive.

We worked together only twice, briefly, once in Kiev in 2005, once in Turkey, three years ago, when she handed over the agent, Mescaline.

I imagined her coming across the clip, somehow. Then sending it in the most secure way possible.

I uploaded it to an encrypted cloud account, deleted it from my emails, called an operational data analyst at Government Communications Headquarters. GCHQ was the technological surveillance wing of the intelligence services, gathering comms and data from around the world. I gave the Kazakh number, asked them to check the databases, see if it came up anywhere. They processed six hundred million call events a day—networks tied to several thousand individuals of interest. It was a big net, finely meshed. I told them I was also going to email a screen grab and wanted to know if the face of the man supposedly with me connected to anyone on the system. Authorization was on its way, I said, but I needed it now.

I watched the clip again. The room looked real. Was the other individual computer-generated too? It was hard to tell. I searched for other clues. No books visible, one newspaper on the table at the front. The headline appeared to be in Kazakh. I could make out a few words: ұлт—nation; ұлтқа шок—nation in shock. The plug sockets took two round pins. The other building, or continuation of the same building, visible from the window could have been anywhere. I enlarged the lighter in my hand. It looked like a dented Zippo given to me by a journalist in Kiev. It was in the safe-deposit box, along with my other mementos; I’d hardly ever used it. The amount of work that had gone into this forgery was incomprehensible. For good CGI you needed multiple angles, to know the person from all sides. As far as I was aware, there were very few images of me easily available.

Deepfakes, they were called. Human image synthesis. Computer-generated images were being used in propaganda all the time now—Russia’s Internet Research Agency generated social media content using politicians’ faces superimposed on actors’ bodies. It had employed them in online influence operations, mostly domestic politics. You got some sophisticated stuff from Turkey on behalf of the Justice and Development Party: people making speeches they never made, etc. Otherwise it was used for faking celebrity porn. Maybe there were plenty of unknown figures being electronically manipulated as well; we just didn’t pick them up. I watched some deepfake porn posted on Reddit, then some of the political videos, and wondered how many teams were currently producing it.

I used the hotel gym, trying to work the acid out of my muscles and force some clarity into my brain, ran through some Vinyasa flows, which a former Marine once told me was the only way he got through five months of captivity, then ordered a plain omelet and a carafe of Pinot Noir from room service. I drank two large glasses, sitting on the edge of my bed.

If the service had allowed me social media of my own, now would have been the time I took solace in it. Instead I logged in to the Facebook account I had set up for a nonexistent thirty-two-year-old woman in Afrin. Her friends were posting photos of a child’s funeral, and a glossy meme of an attractive female soldier alongside a quote comparing their struggle to the Paris Commune. I logged out, logged in again as Yuri Cherchesov, a twenty-year-old second rank seaman in the Russian navy, changed my status to  horny and restless, browsed the gossip among Russia’s young navy and their admirers. Then I checked Bohren’s accounts and read messages from people who didn’t realize he no longer existed:  Christopher, I hope you don’t mind me writing. I dreamed of you last night. I know you are not superstitious but it made me worried.

There were a couple of social media accounts that always seemed to get news first, one curiously with Selena Gomez as an avatar but definitely run by the Electronic Syrian Army. Currently it declared:  China sending troops to prop up Assad. There’d been another behind-closed-doors agreement between Moscow and Beijing over the future of the Middle East, details to come. European news sites were heartbreaking enough: “You’re on your own,” US tells rebels. I watched the news twice until I realized that the BBC presenter was saying  Syrian government rather than  Syrian regime. Sometimes a word is enough to tell you the game is over.

The lingering adrenaline of the operation had got me through the debrief, but now I was slowing up. I’d had very little sleep in the last three days. I opened the window, took a lungful of cold air, listened to London hum. The streets were still busy, men and women walking at a measured pace, knowing their homes would be there when they arrived. A Porsche accelerated away from traffic lights, its radio on news, the words  escalation of violence fading with its engine.

My phone rang. The GCHQ analyst said she’d run the face on the video through every database she could and no name came up, which was conspicuous in itself these days. The Kazakh landline wasn’t on any lists either.

I tried it again, and still no one answered.

I called a colleague in the Counterterrorism section, Linda French, who had worked with Joanna.

“Are you back?” she asked.

“Just in,” I said. “Quick query: Have you heard from Joanna Lake recently?”

“No, I haven’t seen her for a year or so. And I heard she wasn’t with Six anymore.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Since when?”

“Not sure. I heard this a few weeks ago.”

“Where did she go?”

“I don’t know. Why? What’s happened?”

The situation had just got a lot stranger. I tried three other people. None had seen or spoken to her in the last five months.

Intelligence services are labyrinthine, and for obvious reasons, you can rarely see much further than the room you’re in. There isn’t an easily accessible directory of personnel. Not for operatives.

The “Happy birthday” code meant danger. Meant:  Get out. Get out of where? The UK? Out of an imaginary room?

I sent a message to the Tutanota account confirming I’d received the file, asking for more information.

Meanwhile, the events in Saudi Arabia that had ruined several years’ worth of my work seemed to have blown over. There’d been some further arrests: clerics, intellectuals, activists accused of acting on behalf of “deviant groups.” Fifteen women had gathered in Jeddah, calling for the release of imprisoned relatives, surrounded by a circle of green-uniformed police holding hands so it looked like a country dance. My arrested agent had disappeared from news entirely, and I knew Six would be working to keep it that way.

Bohren’s phone kept flashing. I couldn’t bring myself to remove the battery, but it was almost dead anyway. I ignored calls from a CIA contact, answered calls from Christie’s New York confirming the sale of one of my agent’s Paul Klee ink drawings. There was a message from my loyal hacker and all-round cybertechnician, Stefan Janikowski, an employee of Evotec Digital Security:  Confirm situation. He was still stationed in a hotel in Riyadh. I wondered what he’d make of the CGI.

“What’s going on?” he answered.

“I’ve had to go back to London. Are you able to look at a file for me if I send it over?”

“I’ve been told no more jobs.”

“Who says?”

“Head office. Apparently payments from your side have been canceled.”

“When were they canceled?”

“A couple of days ago.”

“Do you know who gave that instruction?”

“No.”

“Stay in place for now.”

“Get them some money or I’ll be back in Bucharest.”

That was a setback. Evotec were the legitimate, daylight front of a hacking team that had been known to authorities as Hotel California, a motley and lucrative crew combining cybercriminals and former NSA analysts for the most part, based in Romania. Before they had the office and the business cards, they made their money through ransoms: They’d hack defense contractors and major infrastructure and squeeze money for fixing the situation. I liked Eastern European cybercriminals; they tended to work in small teams—not eccentric loners but still under the radar. The criminal background was good cover, and Six wasn’t the only state agency using them. Outsourcing kept things deniable, which was everyone’s favorite word, and a lot of criminals jump at the chance to work for governments, with the protection it implied. They’d received enough work from me to reply fast to my encrypted communication.

I checked with the Evotec HQ in Bucharest and spoke to the boss there, Marius, a charmingly malnourished, unshaven, and business-savvy chain-smoker whom I had eventually identified as a former colonel in the Romanian Foreign Intelligence Service. The payments for my account with them had been stopped last week, he said. They couldn’t process any requests. It looked like Six had canceled them even before my operation was pulled.

I looked at the message again:  Lottery Win.

Only Joanna knew the protocols. Only living person aside from myself. Were they a clue in themselves?

I thought back to the handover of Mescaline, which had been as tricky as most handovers. I could see Joanna, and the venue she’d chosen, dark and sweaty and debased. Where there’s a war there will be a border, and over the border places like the Lighthouse. It was one of several neon-signed nightclubs on a new strip in the middle of Hatay Province, near Turkey’s border with Syria—young girls, refugees, forced into the sex trade, wearing sequined belly dancing costumes, paraded for local men and bride tourists: men from Kuwait and Qatar, and the richer of the Iraqi refugees.

All intelligence officers have superstitions. Joanna didn’t like using hotels. She had a nose for the dark corners in which rival agencies rarely ventured. The Lighthouse worked. I could never figure out the logic of the name. Joanna kept a room above the club itself. Heat and music rose through the floorboards.

It all felt rushed. She had met me at the Trabzon airport a few hours earlier. I hadn’t recognized her at first: she’d dyed her hair dark for the job. She wore a blouse and skirt, managing, as ever, to be imposing at five-four. Chameleon ways; clear, well-bred English features that transformed from glamorous to businesslike with the application of a hair clip. She was skilled at looking like a variety of Western women who made it to exotic places: intense, ambitious, outraged—well-meaning, even.

She looked genuinely pleased to see me. That was what I remembered. And even though I realized, in retrospect, how desperate she was to get out of there, I don’t believe that was all of it.

“Of course I’m pleased to see you,” she said. “Elliot, you trust your instincts with other people. Trust them with me.” Then: “It’s been hell the last few weeks.”

She’d been blamed for a questionable bit of intelligence that shouldn’t have mattered, should have been dismissed at analysis, but got rushed into the public domain and ended up stalling UN action. It shouldn’t have been her thing at all. Joanna was I/Ops. Information Operations covered a lot, from briefing agents before missions abroad to more covert psychological operations: planting stories, attempts to influence events in another country or organization in a direction favorable to Britain. Hearts and minds, which wasn’t always as fluffy as it sounds. On the wall of their HQ in Basra I’d seen a drawing of someone’s brain exploding, with the unofficial slogan  Because physical wounds heal.

In Turkey, she was in charge of what she called triage. Hundreds of people were fleeing over the border from Syria each day. Joanna had to identify those with military intelligence, those who might be turned and persuaded to engage in various missions, those with propaganda potential. The morning after the handover we drove to the border and she showed me the big white tents set up with rows of fold-out tables inside: a front line of UN staff, a back line of spooks dividing up the refugees. It looked like a careers fair. She’d spent four weeks collecting horror stories for her own propaganda operation. She photographed what she could, distributed secure phones and laptops to any rebels heading back east and willing to blog, hooked them up with reporters via WhatsApp. She ran workshops with the US State Department, tutoring cyberactivists on how to craft their message. Later, in the bar, she’d joke about it: “There’s three of them, bandaged to the eyes, and I’m trying to establish if they’ve used Wordpress . . .”

Then Mescaline turned up. He was meant to be for propaganda value only—life in ISIS not such a bed of roses, that kind of thing. Then one day he said he could get footage relating to a chemical attack by Assad’s troops. We knew a village held by opposition forces had been hit by sarin the previous week, that casualties numbered close to a hundred. He said he had evidence.

Joanna took the evidence—shaky footage of a military convoy, men with shoulder-launched assault weapons firing at night—and passed it to London. It made waves in Whitehall. Hawkish elements in the government were thrilled and bumped it straight to selected journalists. It hit the news.  How Assad Gassed His Own People.

Within five hours Russia was running the clips, demonstrating that they showed the opposite story—nongovernmental groups launching the attack from rebel-held territory. The canisters had Turkish markings. Everyone knew the Turkish were desperate for US intervention. They controlled rebels on the ground. Were these individuals desperate enough for American assistance that they were willing to bomb innocent civilians to provoke it? It seemed insane, grotesque, implausible, but not without precedent. It was enough to stall everything.

Mass humiliation. No movement from Washington. The Russians were having a field day. You could almost hear the laughter in Moscow.

I don’t know what was true. No one ever sees the whole picture, but on the brink of entering a war, momentum is truth, and we lost momentum. Plans for intervention stalled. The UN froze. Russia walked in.

I was sent over under the new Bohren cover to assess what had happened. Had Mescaline planted the disinformation intentionally? As part of a bigger, Russian-led psychological operation? If so, could he shine a light on their schemes?

Joanna briefed me as we drove from the airport. She was putting a brave face on, having been told to step away. Her agent was a nineteen-year-old, Khasan Idrisov. He’d led a turbulent life. Orphaned, adopted by Chechens, he’d headed to Syria a few years previously. Supposedly he wanted out. That was why he’d approached Joanna in the first place. There’d been no one else on hand to receive what he’d described as time-sensitive information.

“You’re going to try to get to the bottom of it?” she said.

“I’m going to see who he is, first of all.”

“What are they saying about me in the UK?”

“I don’t know. But that’s what the analysts are there for: to catch this kind of thing before it blows up.”

“I was played.”

“It’s Russians. Russians fuck with your head.”

Muddying water with false flags, steering Western intelligence into a collision with fake news—the whole thing had the hallmarks of a GRU disinformation campaign. The GRU was Russia’s largest foreign intelligence agency, more active internationally than the FSB, which was technically civilian rather than military. The GRU’s main declared function was military intelligence, but it also did special ops, and under its umbrella of special ops came some curious ones: mind games, crafted with a dark ingenuity that the West struggled to replicate.

Hence Idrisov might lead to more than just terrorists, I thought.

The handover was as awkward and dangerous as ever. Idrisov was evidently traumatized—he chain-smoked, avoided looking at me. We were all sweating. Joanna had her headscarf down around her shoulders. Idrisov had survived a drone strike twelve months earlier, and his badly treated wounds smelled acrid and gangrenous in the heat. We agreed the communication protocol was unchanged. He kept asking when he could move to the UK.

Joanna had been drinking. My bosses said she was being rotated. She said she was being fired, and if she wasn’t fired she’d had enough anyway, which is what you say at the end of missions. After the meeting, Idrisov had returned to risking his life or betraying us, or both—a pawn in whatever games the Russians were playing; the two of us got shashlik at a place Joanna liked: no glass in the windows, good-natured men with Kalashnikovs guarding the door. She said she was burned out. The way she saw it, all our work had been undone. We’d been outplayed.

When she passed out in the hotel room, I sat up watching news until I wasn’t watching anymore: images of the chemical attack, unblemished corpses, men and women fallen alongside pets and birds as if all nature had succumbed to some overarching fatigue. I tried to imagine the moral equation that could justify perpetrating that.

Over the next few months, Idrisov continued to send his steganography. Hidden within the jpegs was some superficial insight into ISIS leadership structures, supply chains, oil sales, recruitment drives. Once a fortnight he crossed over the border for a face-to-face debrief. I moved us out of the Lighthouse to a safe house in the suburbs of Iskenderun. Vauxhall was pressuring me to get whatever scraps I could. He remained poker-faced, claiming ignorance as to the ultimate source of the footage that had got Joanna into trouble.

I didn’t trust him anymore, but, I suspected, neither did his own side. He gave me nothing valuable. Two months later, just as I thought he might start opening up, he missed a meeting. An execution video turned up the following week. His confession to camera was that he was spying on ISIS for the UK. According to a later assessment, it looked likely the Russians had used him enough and decided to blow him. I wanted to talk to Joanna about it, about this vindication of our theory, but at that time she’d gone off-radar as well, busy with a new role. I knew she was somewhere within the UK, within the most covert corners of the intelligence service.

Now no longer at Six?

My confusion was enhanced by jet lag. It was ten p.m. here, one a.m. in Saudi Arabia. I was awake—an exhausted wakefulness. I finished the wine, found some English money, and went out.

The cold November night caught me by surprise, but I couldn’t be bothered to return for a coat. Walking felt good. The area suited me: international students, business travelers, tourists. The pubs were small enough to monitor entirely from your seat. I favored the Queen’s Arms. It didn’t play music, which meant you could hear conversations, sometimes even relax.

I ordered a pint of IPA and the ease of acquiring alcohol seemed briefly hilarious. It put me back in the land of the infidel, of personal space, cautious eye contact. Out of the realm of sweet teas, hookah pipes, and close, wiry bodies. Reacquainted with the blunt functionality of the pint, solid enough to grip and stop yourself from falling. A TV in the corner of the pub showed what passed for the news: rail fare increases, the departure of a football manager, dresses at an awards ceremony. I heard someone laugh, a chesty public school bellow. The man was one of a group of five beside the bar: white shirts, fresh haircuts. The laugher had a cashmere scarf loose around his neck, elbow on the bar, delivering an anecdote about turning up to someone’s place in the country uninvited. He reminded me of Christopher Bohren, in the bar of the Belvedere Hotel; in Istanbul’s Club 29. I had always been fascinated by people with acts, performers who know that so long as you make life more interesting, you can commit whatever evil you want. Close by him, but not part of the group, a young woman turned in circles. She held her phone in front of her face. I tried
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