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For my brother, Jason LeBor





viiEPIGRAPH


With the hammer she smote Sisera, she smote off his head

THE SONG OF DEBORAH

which recounts the story of Yael, Judges 5:26viii
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1PROLOGUE


Astara, Iran-Azerbaijan border

Ramzan Hilawi forced himself not to stare at the gray metal door.

It was tall, narrow, and pockmarked with rust. It creaked when it opened and hung suspended in its frame for a few seconds before it closed, tantalizing those waiting to walk through it. At 7:00 a.m. the queue already reached back to the end of the customs shed. The walls of the building were khaki colored, the floor rough concrete, dotted with the husks of pumpkin and sunflower seeds. Three large signs each showed a packet of cigarettes, a mobile phone, and a camera, all struck through with red lines. The damp air smelled of sweat and tobacco. The crowd was subdued, anxiety hanging over them like a fog.

Hilawi glanced through the window, set high in the wall so passersby could not see inside. There was no heating and he shivered in his shirt and thin denim jacket. A baby cried, an old man coughed, the phlegm bouncing and rattling in his chest. Hilawi did not look around. His face was set in the expression of studied blankness adopted instinctively 2by those waiting to leave the Islamic Republic of Iran. A tattered poster, its colors bleached from the sun, advertised Iran Air’s fleet of Boeing 727s. Hilawi imagined himself on an airplane, speeding through the atmosphere over mountains and seas, border guards and customs controls.

The door creaked and swung open again, then slammed shut. Hilawi had an almost overwhelming urge to sprint forward, barge the travelers in front of him out of the way, shove the border guards and customs officials to the side, and leap through the doorway into Azerbaijan. He might even make it, although it would be a very brief visit before he was bundled back to Iran. And it would certainly be his last.

Instead he flicked through his passport, stopping at the page with his personal details and his photograph. Black hair, brown eyes, a neatly trimmed moustache; regular, even features. A pleasant, but forgettable, face. His name was Ramzan Hilawi. He breathed slowly and regularly through his nose. Ramzan. Hilawi.

If questioned, he would be polite but not meek, courteous but not cowed. He had every right to cross the border here, indeed anywhere he chose. He was a postgraduate engineering student, traveling to visit his aunt in Baku. His rucksack held three T-shirts, socks, underwear, a Farsi-language newsmagazine, a bottle of water, an acrylic sweater, a packet of dried figs, and a bottle of perfume, a gift. He was born in Tabriz, Iran, in 1980. Tabriz. 1980. His widowed mother worked part-time as a secretary at a state publishing house. His father was dead, killed in the Iran–Iraq War. He was the son of a martyr and so should be treated with respect. This part, at least, was true. There was nothing different about 3this trip, he told himself. His passport was filled with Iranian exit stamps and Azerbaijani entrance ones. The fear was an unpleasant but familiar companion.

The baby was crying louder now, a stuttering howl, ignoring its mother’s anxious attempts to calm it. A slim man stepped out of a side room. His eyes were a startling shade of blue-gray, his skin the color of cappuccino. He was bald with a carefully trimmed salt-and-pepper beard. He wore a gray suit jacket with a pale thin stripe and a white collarless shirt with no tie. It was illegal to sell neckties in Iran, although wearing one was permitted. But the regime’s ultra-loyalists would not even put on a shirt with a collar. The man looked the crowd up and down, effortlessly processing the scene. There was only one Iranian agency whose plainclothes officials could wander unhindered at an international border. Conversations stopped. The waiting travelers became intensely interested in their feet. The man walked over to the young mother. Her face turned fearful and she held on tightly to her baby. The man in the gray jacket smiled, patted her baby on the head, handed her a tangerine, and ushered her forward, to the head of the queue.

The customs officials waved her on. As she stepped through the narrow door, Hilawi could see the taxi across the dusty square, parked outside the Hotel Caspian. The car was a Soviet-era relic, a red Lada covered in a film of fine brown dirt. Its windows were greasy, the side door was dented, and the front and rear bumpers were missing: standard-issue local transportation. The driver was unfamiliar, but security demanded that they use a different person every time Hilawi crossed over. This one was a heavyset 4man with short gray hair. He sat on the hood, smoking and cracking sunflower seeds. He seemed to be staring at Hilawi. He cracked another sunflower seed with his teeth, and spat the husk on the ground. A half smile flitted across his lips. Then Hilawi saw the sign—a wire coat hanger was jammed into the radio aerial socket in the shape of a letter L. The door clanged shut again.

The queue crept forward. Hilawi was now third in line. A couple in their early twenties stood in front of him. Neither wore a ring but they kept glancing at each other, their eyes alive with excitement. It was difficult and dangerous for young unmarried lovers to be alone together in Iran. But Azerbaijan wore its Islam lightly—very lightly—and had no such restrictions. Their destination, Hilawi guessed, was the Hotel Caspian across the square, where rooms were available for the afternoon.

An elderly man with silver hair carrying a string bag waited at the head of the queue. He handed his passport to the Iranian border guard. The guard was skinny, in his early twenties, a wisp of a beard on his chin. He barely filled his camouflage uniform, but his stern expression showed that he was determined to properly discharge his duties as a protector of the Islamic Republic’s frontier. He carefully looked at the photograph, back at the elderly man, checking his features, decided he posed no threat, and waved him through.

The young couple stepped forward. The hairs rose on the back of Hilawi’s neck. He forced himself to not look around. His mobile telephone was loose in his trouser pocket. Hiding in plain sight, they called it. Everyone carries 5a mobile; it would be strange if you did not, they had told him at the safe house in Tehran. There was no reason for the border guards to take out the SIM card and examine it. None at all.

Hilawi felt the eyes of the man in the gray jacket on him. Not hostile, but certainly interested. Hilawi’s heart sped up again. Acid rose up the back of his throat. This was not a place to spark the interest of the authorities. He closed his eyes for a second and steadied himself. The phone felt hot and heavy against his leg. The border guard looked through the passport of the young man and handed it back. He examined the young woman’s documents with considerably more interest, looking down at the photograph, up at her, and back at the photograph, as if imagining how she would look without her hijab, possibly without other items of clothing. Her companion, waiting next to her, began to get angry.

The man in the suit jacket walked over. He wore fine black leather gloves. He waved his right hand impatiently, ushering the young couple forward, as though brushing away a fly. The border guard instantly handed their passports back. The young couple walked forward into Azerbaijan, their relief almost tangible.

Hilawi forced himself to think about the Lada. The Lada, just a few yards away, over there, through the rusting door. He had never sat in that particular car, but had traveled in hundreds like it. All he needed to do was imagine the car and he would soon be sitting inside, he told himself. He could almost smell the cigarette-reek of the interior, hear the creaking seat, feel the hard springs pushing into the 6flesh of his legs and backside when he sat down. What delicious discomfort, what sweet relief it would be. He could even visualize what would happen next. The driver would throw that day’s newspaper onto the backseat; the months-old pine air-freshener and blue glass talisman against the evil eye dangling from the mirror would rock back and forth as the car lurched away from the uneven sidewalk, down the potholed road.

What Hilawi would not think about was the state of his brother’s body after his remains had been returned to their mother from Evin Prison, in Tehran. Hilawi wondered instead about his contact. They were due to meet in Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan. Hilawi had been promised a suite in one of the new five-star hotels, overlooking the Caspian Sea. Last night, at the briefing, Hilawi had seen a photograph of his contact. She would fly from New York to meet him. She looked very pretty in the picture and he kept sneaking glances at it during the briefing.

Then he had done something very stupid. He liked her so much that when nobody was looking he had taken a photograph of her photograph with his mobile phone. Hilawi swallowed, trying to moisten his dry mouth. He had meant to delete the file when he awoke this morning, long before he arrived at Astara, but had forgotten. As soon as he crossed the border he would erase her picture.

Hilawi’s turn was next. His heart thumped so loudly he was sure it was audible. He handed his passport to the border guard. The guard barely glanced at it and gave it to the man in the gray jacket. He looked at Hilawi, taking in his face, his clothes, his bag, then examined his passport. 7His manner was thoughtful, almost delicate. He stood so close Hilawi could smell his breath, a sweet mix of fruit and peppermints.

“Wait here please,” he said to Hilawi. He walked away, into the room at the back of the customs hall.

A snake writhed inside Hilawi’s stomach. His skin prickled with a cold, clammy sweat.

Two minutes passed, then three and another five. The queue behind him was growing restless. Why did they have to be delayed because of this troublemaker? The sentiment was unvoiced, but it hung in the air. A spy—arrest him! Hilawi felt the walls of the customhouse close in on him. His legs wobbled. He thought he might faint.

The man in the gray jacket finally reappeared, talking on his mobile telephone. He looked at Hilawi and nodded.

Hilawi’s fear suddenly vanished, to be replaced by a dull resignation. He would not shout or make a spectacle of himself. He would go with dignity. He looked at the door. It had not closed properly behind the young couple. It rocked back and forth, just an inch or two.

“Here is your passport, Mr. Hilawi,” said the man in the gray jacket. “Enjoy your visit to Azerbaijan.”

He handed Hilawi his passport back and held out his arm. Hilawi shook his hand. His grip was strong and firm. The leather glove was soft and cool against Hilawi’s skin.

Hilawi walked forward. His hand was shaking and he struggled to open the rusty door. It sprang open and Hilawi stepped through.

Azerbaijan.

The smell of coffee, exhaust fumes, grilled meat. The 8sound of Turkish techno music. Women with their heads uncovered. The sun hard and bright against a turquoise sky.

Hilawi wanted to dance. Instead he walked a few yards to the Azerbaijani border post, which operated out of an old bus. He handed in his passport. The border guard glanced at the first couple of pages and stamped it immediately. The customs officers sat on an aluminum table nearby, smoking and drinking coffee. He looked at them but they ignored him.

Hilawi stepped away and stood still for a moment, breathing in the dusty air. He placed his hand on his chest, his palm tingling, hot and wet with sweat. His heart slowed down. Hilawi looked at the Lada driver and began to walk across the square.

The Lada driver put his newspaper down and nodded at Hilawi. He cracked and spat out a final seed and opened the door. Hilawi smiled with pleasure, the relief still coursing through him as he clambered into the car. The Lada was just as he had imagined. The springs poked the underside of his thighs. The inside smelled of tobacco and the last remnants of a fading air-freshener. There was even a newspaper on the backseat, that day’s issue of Respublika, an Azeri daily.

The driver put the car in gear and it lurched forward, bumping down the road. Hilawi sat back, picked up the newspaper, and scanned the headlines. Astara sped by, a blur of dun-colored buildings, hooting cars, children selling sweets and chewing gum. He read for a while but the letters began to shimmer and a roaring sound filled his ears.

Hilawi blinked several times and tried to focus.

The world spun and turned black.





9PART 1

WASHINGTON, DC, AND NEW YORK






111


Yael Azoulay walked briskly across the Prometheus Group’s lobby to the welcome desk, kitten heels clicking on the polished floor.

Tall vases of fresh orchids stood at either end of a long, curved slab of black granite, scenting the air with their heavy fragrance. A Gaggia coffee machine hissed and gurgled in the corner, wisps of steam curling around its burnished steel fittings. Yael was the only visitor. The receptionist, a sleek, well-preserved brunette in her midfifties, looked up from her computer screen. She regarded Yael with indignation, as though she was disturbing the sanctity of a cathedral.

Yael paused for a moment, and glanced swiftly at her watch before she spoke. “Please pass my apologies to Mr. Clairborne,” she said, her voice polite and regretful, the hint of annoyance barely detectable.

The receptionist’s face fell for a moment before she quickly fixed her professional smile in place. In all her fifteen years at the company nobody had ever walked away from an appointment with the chairman and CEO of the Prometheus Group. And it would be on her head.

“Ma’am, I can only apologize again. Mr. Clairborne certainly 12knows you are here and is expecting you,” she said, her voice emollient. She reached for the telephone. “Can I offer you a coffee, some water?”

“Thank you, but I have just received an urgent e-mail. I have to travel back to New York immediately. We’ll try again, next time,” said Yael as she started walking toward the door.

It was now 11:27 a.m. Her appointment had been for 11:00 a.m. She had arrived twenty minutes early. After reading that day’s editions of the Washington Post, the Daily Beast, and Gawker.com, it was time to put her iPad away and throw a grenade into the mix. Yael looked back to see the receptionist speaking on the telephone, her body hunched, her voice low and urgent.

Yael had almost reached the entrance when she heard someone call her name. She turned around to see a young woman striding quickly across the foyer toward her. Her blond hair was gathered into a tight bun and her bleached teeth gleamed under the artificial lighting.

“I’m so sorry for keeping you waiting; it’s been such a crazy morning,” she exclaimed. “Welcome to the Prometheus Group, Ms. Azoulay. I’m Samantha, Mr. Clairborne’s executive personal assistant. Mr. Clairborne is really looking forward to meeting you. Please let me know if I can do anything to make your experience here more comfortable or productive. Mr. Clairborne is ready for you now.”

Yael shook Samantha’s hand. It was cool and dry, her grip firm but not aggressive. She sensed Samantha instantly assessing the cut, season, and cost of her clothes. Samantha wore a fitted black Dior jacket with a cream trim and 13a matching skirt that showed off her shapely figure and Manolo Blahnik shoes. Yael had seen the Dior outfit in last month’s Vogue. She knew the shoes were Manolo Blahniks, because she had looked longingly at an identical pair in a shop window, but reluctantly decided that the $700 they cost would better be invested in her savings account, even though she had no idea what she was saving up for.

Yael let the empty words wash over her. Fareed Hussein’s many requests over the last few months for a meeting with Clarence Clairborne had been studiously ignored. One had even been leaked to the Daily Beast. “UN Secretary-General Pleads for Prometheus Face Time. Again,” the headline had read. As a last resort the SG had personally called an acquaintance who sat on the Prometheus board, asking him to intervene. Such a personal plea was a major admission of weakness, which indicated that Hussein’s position, and office, counted for little. Clairborne had softened, barely. He still refused to meet the SG, but had grudgingly agreed to see Yael for fifteen minutes. The website had run another story this morning on the SG. “Fareed Hussein Denies Claims of Ill-Health, Aims to Serve Full Term.” The article, which Yael had read on the train from New York, was an especially skillful construct. Most of the piece was taken up with speculation about Hussein looking increasingly tired, reports that he was suffering from blackouts, and two quotes from unnamed “Western diplomatic sources” expressing concern about his apparent ill-health. The denial, from Hussein’s spokesman, was buried at the bottom.

Yael suddenly felt dowdy in her Zara black trouser suit and white fitted shirt, both bought two summers ago. A loose 14button fell off her cuff and rolled across the floor. She reached down to pick it up and a jagged pain shot down her left side. She breathed in sharply and stood up. The button rolled away.

Samantha instantly leapt forward. Yael used the moment to quickly check that the small blue enamel UN brooch pinned on the lapel of her jacket was securely in place.

Samantha bounced back and handed the errant button to Yael. “Are you OK?” she asked. Her voice was full of concern but a triumphant half smile played on her lips.

“Thank you, I’m fine. Too much tennis,” said Yael, briskly.

The pain in her side faded but Yael’s unease grew. Clairborne had a legion of former cabinet members and corporate heavy hitters on his board, the best lawyers in the United States, and a virtually unlimited pot of money to keep them all loyal.

She had a single sheet of photocopied paper.

In Washington terms, the Prometheus Group was a curious hybrid. Its headquarters took up much of a block on K Street, the only address that counted when it came to the capital’s legion of lobbyists. The Prometheus Group was a lobbying firm, like its neighbors. It was renowned for its excellent connections to the Pentagon and the United States’ numerous intelligence agencies. But it was also a private equity company, specializing in asset management in the Middle East, Asia, and the developing world. Its new security division, providing corporate security and intelligence, was open only to select clients who were guaranteed anonymity. Their names were the subject of much fevered speculation in DC’s clubs and bars.

15Prometheus claimed to have strong firewalls between its divisions to prevent messy conflicts of interest. But few believed the claims, especially in a town where so many had made fortunes from blurring the lines. Either way, the group’s shares had more than doubled in value over the last two years. Two investigative bloggers had tried to dig deeper into the company’s wealth and its military and intelligence connections, but their stories had not been followed up by the mainstream media. One of the bloggers was quickly outed, apparently, as a pedophile and had closed his site. The other was now working for Prometheus’s corporate liaison department.

Despite the flowers, the newspapers, and the coffee machine, the lobby was less welcoming than it seemed. The ceiling was studded with small black half domes, which concealed wide-angle CCTV cameras. A thick wall of reinforced glass ran across the front of the lobby. The only way in and out was through a circular steel-and-glass cubicle in the middle of the glass wall. For the cubicle doors to open, the doormen had to manually punch a code into a keypad. A heavy wooden door, at the back of the area, controlled access to the suites of offices. The doormen, both of whom had the build and posture of former soldiers, wore blue suits, white shirts, and navy ties emblazoned with “PG.” Two heavily built men, dressed in the same outfit, sat on the leather sofas at each end of the foyer. All had copies of the Washington Post on their laps. The four men seemed to be waiting for someone, but they did not pick up or read their newspapers.

One wall was covered with photographs of board members: 16two vice presidents, three former secretaries of state—one dating back to the Kissinger era—an equal number of former national security advisers, and at least a dozen former congressmen and senior diplomats, including two former US ambassadors to the United Nations. The latest addition to the board of the Prometheus Group was Eugene Packard, a hugely popular television evangelist.

Yael walked back across the lobby with Samantha. They stood by the wooden door, which was firmly closed. Yael watched with interest as Samantha rested her right palm on a small monitor mounted on the wall. There was a keypad above. The monitor lit up; Samantha covered the pad with her left hand and punched in a six-figure code. The keypad beeped once. Samantha then placed her right thumb in the center of the screen. It beeped again, the main door opened, and they rode the elevator together. It stopped at the twelfth floor but the door did not open. Samantha inserted a special key, embossed with the PG logo, into a narrow slot on the side of the cabin. The door slid aside, and they stepped into an anteroom. A slim Southeast Asian lady in her sixties, elegantly dressed in a green business suit, sat at her desk in front of a computer monitor, wearing a headset and microphone. She smiled at the two women and buzzed Clairborne, informing him that his visitor had arrived. The door to his office swung open.

“Ms. Az-ou-lay,” exclaimed Clairborne, stretching out the syllables of her surname in his Alabama accent as he bounded forward to greet her. “Thank you so much for making the time to visit with us today.”

Everything about Clarence Homer Lincoln Clairborne 17III was big. His shoulders, a reminder of his time as a linebacker on the University of Alabama football team; his hands, the flesh of which swelled around his wedding and college rings; his hair, a stiff helmet of red and gray, held in place by gel and spray; his face, burned mahogany on the deck of his oceangoing yacht and the golf course; his hand-tailored suit with its roomy, two-button jacket and deep lapels that could not conceal the epic swell of his stomach. Even his voice was big, booming across his office as he greeted Yael.

Clairborne ushered her to a corner, where two leather armchairs stood, identical to those in the reception area. A small side table stood between them, a jug of water and a large cigar box standing on it, its lid embossed with a large “PG.”

Yael sat down, the polished leather squeaking underneath. Her pulse quickened; her senses were on full alert as she scoped her surroundings, totally focused now. The parquet wooden floor was covered with an enormous single Persian rug, the walls wood paneled, while an old-fashioned desk with a rectangle of green leather on the writing surface took up most of one corner. Two photographs in silver frames, of a young woman and a teenage boy who looked like a youthful version of Clairborne, stood on its right-hand corner. The lighting was muted and the air smelled faintly of cigar smoke and fresh coffee. The most important signifier in any Washington office, Yael knew, was the occupant’s power wall. Company foyers showcased an array of formal portraits of the board members, while the CEO’s office usually 18had more relaxed shots, showing him glad-handing, eating, and drinking with the great and good. There was a hierarchy to decode: a snatched picture at an event with a DC rainmaker was lower on the totem pole than a common table at a charity dinner. Best of all was something à deux: just the two guys, enjoying themselves and shooting the breeze.

Yael had expected to see an array of casual pictures of Clairborne with the numerous VIPs whose official portraits filled the reception area. Instead there were just four photographs, separately displayed and all roughly the size of a sheet of printer paper—small by Washington standards. Three showed Clairborne playing golf with the last three former presidents. In each Clairborne had his arm around the president’s shoulders. The fourth, mounted away from the others, showed Clairborne shaking hands with Eugene Packard, the television evangelist. The chairman of the Prometheus Group, Yael understood, was subtler than he first appeared.

Yael declined his offer of coffee or tea and placed her mobile telephone on the side table between the chairs. She sensed him watching her, like a lion scoping a nearby zebra, and quickly deciding that this young woman from an organization he despised posed no threat. He had marked his territory. Now it was her turn. A blue light at the bottom of her phone blinked repeatedly.

“Please switch off the microphones and cameras, Mr. Clairborne.”

Clairborne looked at the phone, and back at her. “This room is swept twice a day, Ms. Azoulay.”

19Yael nodded. “It’s not intruders’ mikes that I’m worried about.”

Clairborne smiled, amused. “You have to watch your back in this town, Ms. Azoulay. You never know what might end up on YouTube.”

Yael sat back and said nothing. The silence stretched out. Clairborne gave her a long look, as though reassessing his initial judgment. He stood up, walked over to the telephone on his desk, and punched a series of numbers into the keypad. The blue light on Yael’s phone went out, replaced by a green one.

“Thank you,” said Yael, as Clairborne returned and sat down.

“You know the rules,” replied Clairborne, gesturing at her phone.

Yael nodded. She slid out her mobile’s battery and SIM card and laid the pieces of the telephone on the table. “So do you.”

Clairborne did the same. He offered Yael a glass of water. She nodded and he poured them both one. He emptied the glass in one draft and looked at her. “What can I do for you?” he asked, his voice now cool and businesslike.

Yael explained what she wanted, slowly and in detail. Clairborne watched her as she spoke, his wide, doughy face impassive.

She had prepared for this meeting for a week. Her briefing notes were an inch thick. They included a detailed history of the Prometheus Group, biographies of its key personnel and directors, and flowcharts showing Prometheus’s reach into each US government department and the firm’s 20contact official there. There were multiple lines in and out of the major departments, including Commerce, Treasury, Labor, Justice, Transportation, the Federal Reserve, and the Immigration and Naturalization Service, and fewer connections into smaller departments such as Food Safety. The Pentagon had four separate pages, one each for army, navy, air force, and procurement. Yael had read the notes several times in New York, and again on the train that morning. She had been briefed verbally on Prometheus’s connections to the United States’ intelligence agencies, by her UN colleague Quentin Braithwaite, a former British army officer. Prometheus, Braithwaite had explained, was especially well connected to a new US government covert agency that operated off the books. Braithwaite had forbidden Yael from taking any notes at his briefing. Nor was she to discuss or mention this new agency on the telephone or in any electronic communications, no matter how well encrypted.

Clairborne was silent for several seconds. “Ms. Azoulay, I really have no idea what you are talking about.”

Yael took a sip of her water before she spoke. “Maybe I wasn’t clear enough. The Iranian regime is under sanctions. It is illegal for American firms to do business with Iran, whether directly or through foreign-based subsidiaries. It is especially illegal for American firms to do business with the Revolutionary Guard, which as you surely know, has been designated a terrorist organization.”

Clairborne shrugged, his eyebrows raised, his hands open and forward in the universal declaration of innocence. “Indeed it has. But I have no idea why you are sitting here telling me that. I am sorry, Ms. Azoulay, that you seem to 21have had a wasted trip. If there is anything else we can help you with, anything at all . . .”

“You should know, Mr. Clairborne,” said Yael, holding his gaze, “that President Freshwater is taking a strong personal interest in this matter.”

Renee Freshwater, the first female president of the United States, had been in office for three years. As the most liberal Democrat to ever hold office, her election had provoked fury among Republicans. She had started her career in the State Department, where she had been one of the most outspoken advocates for intervention during the genocide in Rwanda in 1994. She had risen up the ranks to serve as the United States ambassador to the United Nations, from where she had been appointed secretary of state. Once in office, Freshwater had twisted Congress’s arm to force through reforms on labor law, immigration, and banking regulation, enraging Wall Street. But it was her decision to sign up the United States to the International Criminal Court that had sent her conservative opponents into a frenzy. Based in The Hague, the Dutch seat of government, the court had been set up in the wake of the genocides in Rwanda and Bosnia, with the aim of preventing future mass slaughters. Freshwater had now agreed to the theoretical possibility that American citizens could be extradited to The Hague for war crimes or crimes against humanity. This, her opponents had pledged, would never happen. The Republicans declared all-out war on her administration, aided behind the scenes by numerous right-wing Democrats who wanted Freshwater out, to be replaced by one of their own.

22President Freshwater’s husband, Eric, had been killed in a skiing accident, the full circumstances of which remained unclear, while on holiday in Aspen last year. The investigation, which was still ongoing, had not come up with a concrete explanation of why his bindings had suddenly failed, or why he had suddenly skied away from his family and gone off-piste. Many had expected Freshwater to resign. Instead she had renewed her onslaught on the corporate world with ever-increasing vigor, targeting military subcontractors and the outsourcing of intelligence to the commercial sector, especially focusing on the Prometheus Group. But Freshwater’s political honeymoon was long over, the sympathy engendered by the death of her husband evaporated. Her most recent bill, which would have brought all outsourced security functions—whether field operations or desk analysis—back under government control, had been thoroughly wrecked by Congress in a rare bipartisan filibuster. Freshwater’s plans for intervention in Syria were also quickly derailed.

Clairborne sat back, completely unfazed by the mention of the president’s name. “So what? Renee Dead-in-the-Water can bring another bill to Congress.” He brushed some imaginary fluff from his trousers. “Under whose authority are you here today, Ms. Azoulay?” he asked, the last trace of Southern bonhomie now gone.

“I represent Fareed Hussein, the secretary-general of the United Nations.”

Clairborne laughed. “How is Fareed? I just read that he’s not doing too well at the moment.”

“He’s fine. What matters to you is that he is mandated 23by the P5, the permanent five members of the Security Council. Including the United States, whose government has contracts with Prometheus worth one point two billion and which shares his concerns.”

Clairborne’s smile faded. He extracted a cigar from the box on his desk. He examined the tube of tobacco, probing it for firmness, before holding it up in front of him. “Well now, Ms. Azoulay. Why don’t you let me think about this. I will consult my board of directors and get back to you, just as soon as I can.”

“No,” said Yael.

Clairborne looked puzzled, as though he had never heard the word before. “Pardon?” He leaned forward as he spoke, his face set, his shoulders seeming to swell around him as he stared at Yael.

“You heard me, Mr. Clairborne. This ends today. Now. You cut your connection with Tehran.”

She watched Clairborne carefully. Yael read people: She knew the meaning of every eye movement, curl of the mouth, touch of the tongue to the teeth, dilated vein under the skin, subtle intake of breath or exhalation, tiny flicker of emotion across a face—the microsigns that to everyone else were imperceptible. She knew when someone was dissembling, when they were telling the truth, and even when they were perhaps subconsciously trying to tell the truth, albeit buried under a carapace of lies. Behind his belligerent exterior, Clairborne also had his ghosts. She remembered her briefing notes: “Despite his success, Clairborne remains insecure, haunted by the memory of his father, Stockwell, whose business empire collapsed almost overnight after he 24bounced a check. Stockwell had been running a pyramid scheme. He was arrested and sent to prison for fraud. His son visited him once and was profoundly traumatized by the experience. Stockwell later died in prison and his name is never mentioned.”

“And what if I refuse your . . . request?” asked Clairborne, turning the cigar over and over between his fingers.

Clairborne was playing for time, a classic ploy. The side of his mouth twitched twice, while a vein on the right side of his temple pulsed fast. She could feel him thinking, his mind racing as he asked himself, How the hell did they find out . . . ?

Yael said, “You should also know that the Department of Justice, the District of Columbia state attorney, and the FBI regard the Prometheus Group as an object of interest.”

“Is that a threat?”

Yael shook her head. “Of course not. Merely a statement of fact.”

“Ms. Azoulay, as I said, I will get back to you when I have considered your request. You have made a number of accusations here, very serious accusations, and I will need to consult my lawyers and other board members. . . .”

“Mr. Clairborne, I am not accusing you of anything. I am merely bringing to you a request for your assistance with a sensitive matter that is of interest to a number of parties.”

Clairborne lumbered to his feet. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Azoulay. I will be in touch when I have some news for you.”

Time to strike, Yael thought. Her heart was thumping, but she was pleased to see her hand was steady.

25“Please sit down, Mr. Clairborne,” she said.

Clairborne stared at her, his expression a mix of puzzlement and hostility.

Yael gestured at the armchair. He sat back down. Clairborne’s nickname was “the Bull.” Now she would be the matador. She opened her leather folio and slid the sheet of paper across the table.

Clairborne glanced at the paper quickly, then again, more slowly. He placed the paper on his lap and stared into space for several seconds, patting his hair, as if to check each strand was still in place before standing up and walking over to the photograph of Eugene Packard. He looked at the television evangelist for a full minute before returning to his seat. Clairborne sat down, closed his eyes, and gently rocked back and forth, the fingers of each hand resting on his temples as he silently and fluently mouthed the familiar words of prayer.

“Where did you get this?” he eventually asked.

“Keep it,” said Yael. “We have plenty of copies. Give it to your lawyer. You may need one soon. Once it is all over the Internet.”

Clairborne leaned back and suddenly laughed out loud, a deep rolling sound that came from inside his belly. “Are you shitting me? Do you want a job here, Ms. Azoulay?”

Yael shook her head. “No thanks. Your answer, please.”

The smile vanished from Clairborne’s face as quickly as it had appeared. Underneath the joshing, he was unused to losing—especially in his own office.

Clairborne slapped the arm of the leather chair. The noise sounded like a pistol shot. “This is blackmail. You 26have no right to come in here, to my office, to blackmail and threaten me.”

Yael stood her ground, now certain of her instincts. “Mr. Clairborne. I am not blackmailing you. I have made a request of you. Now I am merely showing you a piece of evidence that may assist you in making the right decision.”

She paused. Stockwell. “Decisions have consequences, Mr. Clairborne. A single bad move and the whole edifice can come crashing down. Bankruptcy. Prison.”

Clairborne stared at her, his eyes glacial, his body rigid with anger. “I think it’s time you left.”

Yael pushed harder. Angry people made mistakes. “It’s not me that you have to worry about. The president has got you by the balls, Mr. Clairborne. She is going to shut you down. You could be looking at ten to fifteen. I don’t think your VIP friends will be coming to visit you in jail.”

Clairborne’s fingers turned white as he gripped his armchair. He reared up, his nostrils flaring. “The president can go fuck herself. Which nowadays is her only option. We . . . ,” he said, suddenly stopping in midsentence.

He sat back down, closed his eyes for a few moments, and slowed his breathing. “Nice work, Ms. Azoulay.”

Yael watched him slide the end of the cigar into the cutter, suddenly the very picture of self-control.

“Are you familiar with the word krysha?” he asked.

“It’s Russian for roof.” The word was also mafia slang for protection, she knew.

Clairborne pressed down on the edge of the cutter. The blade slid through the packed tobacco. The end tumbled off 27like the head of an aristocrat guillotined in revolutionary Paris.

Yael watched the stub roll to the edge of the desk.

“Tornado season is coming soon, Ms. Azoulay,” said Clairborne. He flicked the stub into the nearby trash can. “Check your krysha.”
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Najwa al-Sameera carefully picked up a half-full cup of cold coffee from the edge of Sami Boustani’s desk and placed it on a nearby filing cabinet; cleared a space among the piles of yellowing press releases, reports, drafts of future reports, and reports about reports; shifted the glossy UN magazines extolling the virtues of sustainability and conservation and the pile of used notebooks aside; dropped the last third of a stale iced doughnut in the trash can; and finally perched herself on the desk’s edge.

She considered the scene in front of her. The last time Najwa had seen the UN correspondent for the New York Times, he was dressed in his typical uniform of baggy jeans and untucked long-sleeved shirt worn over a T-shirt, his black curly hair was long and unkempt, and he needed a shave. As usual, he looked like a scruffy graduate student who had wandered into a seminar after a long night on the town. It was a successful guise; over the years Sami’s casual attire and apparently disorganized manner had deceived numerous UN officials and diplomats from around the world into giving away far more information than they had intended. But today he was wearing a pressed white 29shirt, a cream linen sports jacket, and blue chinos. His hair had been neatly styled and he was clean shaven.

Najwa tilted her head to one side before she spoke. “He looks like Sami Boustani. He types like Sami Boustani. He is sitting in Sami Boustani’s desk,” she said, her voice puzzled. “But where is Sami Boustani and who is this male model . . . ?”

Sami muttered a greeting but did not turn away from his screen. “I’m busy, Najwa.”

She flicked through a clutch of receipts lying by his keyboard. “Busy shopping. Armani AX. Banana Republic. Bloomingdale’s. Are you in love?”

Sami smiled and carried on typing. “What can I do for you, Najwa?”

“You could tell me what story you are working on, its news value, who your sources are, the basis on which they are talking to you, and their contact details. Then call them all up and tell them to talk to me as well,” she replied, her toned legs swinging back and forth in her trademark black patent-leather boots.

Sami laughed. “I could, but I won’t. But I will give you a heads-up an hour before it goes online. Maybe even a copy, if you promise not to run it before me.”

“Of course, habibi. As if I would ever do such a thing.” Najwa tried to make herself more comfortable in the small space she had managed to clear. “How do you survive in here? My offer is still open. And we have someone come in and clean our office every day,” she said as she looked around the room, shaking her head. She sniffed the air and crinkled her nose. “Is something burning in here?”

30“The new halogen lamp, I think,” said Sami.

As if on cue, the bulb began to crackle and flicker. The United Nations bureau of the New York Times was barely ten feet by ten. The walls, recently repainted white, had already turned gray. The damp patch on the new white plastic ceiling tiles was larger than ever. The electric cable, which the maintenance team had repeatedly promised to secure, poked through the gap and was covered with condensation. A small window in the corner looked out on the building’s airshaft. The newspaper had a standing request in for a new office, but it was a point of pride for the UN’s building managers to give the major Western media, especially those that probed hardest for scandal and corruption, the smallest and most uncomfortable places possible. There was even talk that the Washington Post and the Financial Times might be forced to share an office. Newspapers and television stations from the developing world, such as Al Jazeera, were a different matter.

Sami stood up and switched the ceiling light off. The room descended into gloom. He shook his head. “Thanks, Najwa, but I told you, my editors would never allow me to share space with another news organization.”

“Even though we work together so nicely?”

Najwa turned, stifled a yawn, and stretched languorously like a cat in the sun, her skintight blue cashmere sweater highlighting the curve of her substantial chest. Najwa was a niece of the king of Morocco, spoke five languages fluently, had degrees from Oxford and Yale, and had caused a minor scandal across the Arab world by modeling swimwear for a Parisian designer. The United Nations correspondent for 31Al Jazeera had thick black hair, doe-like brown eyes, full lips, clear olive skin, and no compunction whatsoever about using her looks to get the contacts or information she needed.

After a year as neighbors and occasional colleagues, Sami knew every one of Najwa’s weapons for disarming uncooperative males. Almost every male reporter among the two hundred or so correspondents accredited to the UN had invited her for lunch, together with a good number of females. Najwa usually said yes, then filleted her hosts of their insight, insider information, and usually a good number of contacts as well. Occasionally she progressed to a one-off dinner. But that was it.

Sami and Najwa had settled into an easy camaraderie, with an undercurrent of rivalry, punctuated by sporadic moments of bickering and flirtation. They both knew that Najwa’s languorous sexuality had the ability to unsettle him. Sami made sure not to turn and watch the brief show, to keep focused on his computer screen.

Najwa’s star was rising at Al Jazeera, the most popular independent television channel in the Arab and developing world. Her investigation of women’s rights—or the lack of them—in Saudi Arabia had got her banned for life from the kingdom, and a deluge of death threats on Facebook and Twitter from Sunni extremists. But it was her recent documentary, coscripted with Sami, that had firmly established her reputation as one of the most influential new media voices.

“How is your girlfriend, Sami?” she asked.

Sami blinked, a slight flush on his cheeks. “She is not my girlfriend.”

32“Whatever. How many dates have you had?”

“Two,” said Sami, his voice terse as his typing sped up.

Najwa smiled. “Two. That’s good. She must like you.”

“I hope so. How is your fiancé?” asked Sami, brightly.

“As handsome and successful as ever. He is due here later this month. I will introduce you when he arrives. I’m sure you will like him. We will all have dinner together,” Najwa replied, easily parrying Sami’s riposte.

“That would be fun,” said Sami, doubtfully. Najwa’s fiancé was always about to arrive but so far had never been seen inside the building, or, as far as he knew, anywhere else in New York. “What was his name again?”

Najwa ignored the question. “So when is your next date?”

Sami smiled. “Tomorrow.”

Najwa looked thoughtful. “Third date. The big one. Where are you going?”

“To her place.”

“No wonder you are looking so good.” Najwa shook her head, regretfully. “It’s not a good idea, habibi. I will introduce you to my cousin.”

“So you keep saying. But I am fine, thanks.”

Najwa stood up, trailing a cloud of Chanel No. 5. She rested her hand on Sami’s shoulder. “She is haram, forbidden, Sami.”

Sami ran his hand through his hair. “Why?”

“Where shall I start?” Najwa paused. “Firstly, because she is an . . . Israeli. And you are an Arab. A Palestinian. Haram for both of you.”

33Sami stiffened, his dark eyes glinting with annoyance. “We are consenting adults and American citizens.”

“Passports are not the point.”

“So what is?”

“She is a source. She works for the UN. Habibi, you cannot mix business and pleasure. What happens if you get a story about her? Will you warn her? Tone it down? Spike it?”

“I didn’t spike the story about her and the coltan conspiracy. And we included her in our documentary,” said Sami defensively.

Dying for Coltan: How the UN Was Almost Hijacked exposed an attempt by the KZX Corporation, a German multinational, and the Bonnet Group, a powerful French industrial firm, to take control of the world’s coltan supplies. The mineral, mined in Congo in near slave-labor conditions, often by children, was vital for the production of mobile telephones and computers. The film, based in part on Sami’s reporting in the New York Times, revealed how senior Bonnet and KZX officials had conspired in Africa together with rogue UN officials and executives of Efrat Global Solutions, an Israeli firm that ran one of the world’s largest private armies. KZX and the Bonnet Group had agreed to sponsor the UN’s first joint corporate development zone in Goma, a border city in eastern Congo. The pilot project had been hailed by Fareed Hussein, and many others, as the model for a new era of cooperation between the UN and the corporate world.

But the real plan, exposed by Sami, was for Efrat Global Solutions to start a regional war, by pitting Hutus against 34Tutsis in a rerun of the 1994 Rwanda genocide. UN peacekeepers would then be deployed across eastern Congo to stabilize and take control of the region. KZX and the Bonnet Group then would expand the Goma Development Zone under the flag of the United Nations, with the protection of UN peacekeepers, to everywhere that coltan was mined.

UN peacekeepers, known as Blue Helmets, were operating in fifteen conflict zones around the world. They were deployed under resolutions passed by the Security Council, whose decisions have the force of international law. The UN could not stop countries going to war. But it could help keep the peace once the fighting was over, by monitoring the ceasefire line and helping to stabilize the situation. The Blue Helmets were more armed observers than a proper fighting force. Often that was all that was needed. Blue Helmets had been deployed on the Golan Heights, between Israel and Syria, for example, since the end of the Yom Kippur War in 1973. The Golan Heights mission was counted as a success: until Syria collapsed into civil war, its border with Israel remained peaceful.

But that peacekeeping model had been designed for the Cold War era, of stable nation-states and a rough equilibrium of power between the United States and the former Soviet Union. Its limitations were made clear in the Yugoslav wars of the early 1990s and the Rwandan genocide of 1994. The federal state of Yugoslavia collapsed into its constituent parts: war erupted in Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Macedonia. Peacekeepers were dispatched to ensure the safety and passage of aid convoys. But when paramilitaries blocked the road, or plundered the supplies, 35the Blue Helmets often stood by and did nothing. There was no mechanism for dealing with the rise of what academics called “non-state actors,” such as warlords, local militias, or quasi-statelets. The UN’s neutrality was judged more important than ensuring the arrival of the aid or even saving lives. This policy had a tragic human cost. In spring 1994, Canadian peacekeepers deployed in Rwanda were forbidden from raiding the weapons caches of the Hutu militia that was preparing for the genocide. Over the next few months, eight hundred thousand people were slaughtered. In July 1995, Srebrenica, a UN-declared “safe haven” in eastern Bosnia, was captured by the Bosnian Serb army. Dutch peacekeepers stood by as Bosnian Serb troops took away over eight thousand Muslim men and boys. The prisoners were all killed.

The ghosts of Rwanda and Srebrenica, of families cut down by machetes, of rows of men and boys standing in a field in Bosnia with their hands tied behind their backs as the guns were reloaded, still haunted the organization. In response, peacekeeping had evolved. Peacekeepers in Africa were now equipped with proper weaponry and attack helicopters, and were provided with up-to-the-minute intelligence from Western spy agencies. They shot back. KZX and the Bonnet Group had planned to exploit the new, more muscular policy for their own ends to take control of swathes of territory where coltan was, or could be, mined. It was a brilliant attempt at what Sami and Najwa had dubbed “Resource Capture.” Dying for Coltan had premiered at the Sundance Film Festival, garnering great critical acclaim. It had been short-listed for several prizes. Several of the protagonists, 36named in the documentary, were now serving prison sentences, but many more remained free. Some had even been promoted. The role of Yael Azoulay in the affair remained unclear and a source of frustration for Najwa, who knew that there was much more to investigate.

“Yes, we included Yael. In a bit part,” said Najwa. “We both know she should have been center stage. And she was still pissed with you that she was mentioned at all. Then you moped about for days until she made nice again. And what if she feeds you some disinformation? A well-placed article in the New York Times can serve all sorts of purposes. Had you thought of that?”

Sami sighed. “Najwa, what do you want?”

“Cancel your date.”

Sami looked indignant. “Why? Because she is a source?”

“Because you need to see what arrived in our post this morning.”

They call her the “Magician,” their laughter tinged with envy. She slips easily past the sweating tourists, the housewives laden with fruit and vegetables from the Carmel Market, the bleary-eyed hipsters blinking in the white sunlight.

This is her final exercise before she graduates. Her instructors have told her she is the best in the class, perhaps the best they have ever trained.

The watchers have her in a box. The paunchy middle-aged man in denim shorts and a blue T-shirt in front of her, pretending to window shop; the young woman wearing a tank top and jeans behind her, drinking a can of Coca-Cola; and across the road the gray-haired man holding a newspaper and walking toward the bus stop.

37She senses their eyes upon her, feels them observing her. They all are smart, brave, and quick-witted, which is why they have been chosen to serve their country. But what she has is something extra: a sixth sense. She can see inside people’s heads, read their body language like an open book, predict what their next move will be.

Yael waited until her New York–bound train was a few minutes outside Baltimore, the first stop after Washington, DC. There were two of them. A tall man, almost bald apart from a few strands of greasy gray hair, was sitting nearby, pretending to read the sports section of the Washington Post. His colleague, shorter with broad shoulders, was hiding behind a copy of Bloomberg Businessweek at the other end of the carriage. They had both exits covered. She watched them watching her. Perhaps she should have brought Joe-Don with her. An extra pair of hands, especially those large, calloused ones belonging to her bodyguard, could prove extremely useful in situations like this. But she wanted to prove to Joe-Don—and herself—that she could spot, and deal with, surveillance on her own. Especially after Geneva.

The carriage was barely half-full and the seat next to the bald man was empty. Yael walked over and sat down next to him. He carried on reading his newspaper, his scalp shining under the carriage lights.

“Baltimore’s a great town,” she said. The city’s outer suburbs rushed by, a jumble of warehouses, housing projects, and freeways.

He ignored her, shifting in his seat as though trying to get more comfortable.

“Have you ever been there?” Yael asked.

38The bald man did not answer. He continued reading.

“I asked you something,” she said, her voice curious.

“No. I have not been to Baltimore,” he said, irritated. This was not how his script was supposed to play out.

“I really think you would like it,” said Yael, enjoying his unease.

“Please leave me in peace, miss, to read my newspaper.”

The air smells of the city: the salt tang of the sea, Turkish coffee scented with cardamom, the falafels frying at the stand on the corner.

A siren howls as a police car roars down the middle of the road. Heads turn.

She makes her move.

She watches the team from her sanctuary: their disbelief, their anger that they have lost her.

She smiles to herself. She is the best in her class.

She is invincible.

Yael reached inside her pocket and took out her smartphone. She held the phone in one hand and gently pulled the page of the newspaper down. The bald man’s mouth twisted with anger until he saw the screen. It showed his face, pin sharp. Yael swiped her finger across the image. A second photograph appeared, of him lurking on the concourse at Union Station.

“I have some nice shots of your friend over there as well,” said Yael, gesturing at the other end of the carriage. “Would you like to see them?”

The bald man scowled and said nothing.

39The conductor’s voice sounded through the carriage, “Next stop, Baltimore, next stop, Baltimore.”

“Your stop,” said Yael.

“And what if I don’t want to go to Baltimore,” the tall man asked, his breath sour with stale coffee.

Yael tapped her mobile phone. “The UN Twitter feed has two million followers.”

He stood up. The train lurched and Yael fell against him for several seconds.

“Sorry,” she said, not sounding very sorry at all, as she righted herself and stepped away.

The train slowed as it pulled into Baltimore Station. The man reached for his bag and raincoat.

“Don’t forget your friend,” said Yael, brightly.

“Fuck you,” said the tall man as he walked over to his companion, and they exited. Yael waved at the two men as they stood on the platform at Baltimore, watching as the train pulled out of the station.

Buoyed by her victory, she walked through the carriage to the adjoining restaurant car, bought a hot tea and a bar of dark chocolate, and returned to her seat. Yael placed the tea in the cupholder in the fold-down tray in front of her and emptied two creams and a packet of sugar into the drink. She looked down at the left cuff of her jacket and picked out the loose thread still hanging where the button had been. That was so embarrassing. And how could Samantha afford Dior and Manolo Blahniks on a PA’s salary? Clearly, it was time to ask Fareed for a wardrobe allowance. She took a long drink of the tea. Surely the world’s superpowers would want her to be properly power dressed?

40Yael sat back and let the tension drain out of her. Her left shoulder was throbbing again, fueled by the vibrations of the train. She slipped her hand inside her blouse and traced the edge of the small circular scar with her thumb. The hard flesh was puckered and knotted. She pressed down on the scar. Jagged pinpricks of pain shot out in all directions. She winced and closed her eyes for several seconds, thinking through the events of the day so far.

Yael had enjoyed a minor triumph, getting rid of the two men following her. But this assignment made her uneasy, she admitted to herself. She had never operated on a mission whose target was based in the United States. She had faced down killers from Kabul to Kinshasa, brokered deals with warlords and militiamen across the world’s conflict zones. But Clairborne exuded a different kind of menace, the absolute confidence of those who ran the secret fifty-first state of the most powerful country in the world: the military-intelligence industrial complex. The warlords’ fiefdoms were small, usually extending to the next village or checkpoint. Clairborne’s reach, she knew, stretched around the world, and certainly to her home in Manhattan.

She sat up, opened her eyes, unwrapped the dark chocolate, and broke off a segment. Clairborne’s threat had been quite open, which meant he felt confident. This was a game of poker, with extremely high stakes. Clairborne might accede to her request or he might refuse. They both knew that, if Yael followed up on her implied threat to release the information she had about the Prometheus Group’s connections with Tehran, there would be blowback for both her and the United Nations. After reading the Daily Beast 41story about Hussein’s health, which had immediately been picked up by the media around the world, she realized that her roof, indeed that of the whole United Nations, might be less able to resist one of Clairborne’s tornadoes than she had believed.

The media reports about the SG’s blackouts were a mystery. Fareed Hussein had certainly never fainted near Yael, nor had he ever seemed to be about to pass out. He was overweight, a legacy of the endless rounds of diplomatic lunches and dinners, but otherwise in good shape for a man in his early seventies. His eyes still shone with the true believer’s evangelical zeal, his shoulders were upright, and his skin glowed with its usual mahogany sheen. After he had passed Yael the file on the Prometheus Group at their briefing, he had hugged her. She could still smell his coconut hair lotion.

In fact, Hussein was if anything newly energized by the planning for the upcoming Istanbul Summit. Today was Monday. The summit was due to start a week from Thursday, in ten days’ time. It would be the crowning glory of the SG’s career: the world’s most ambitious peace conference yet, dedicated to sorting out the bloody chaos in Syria, the perpetual instability in Egypt, and the running sore of the Israel-Palestine conflict. The presidents of all the major powers had agreed to attend and to twist the arms of their client states as hard as they could to reach an agreement on the three interlinked conflicts—thanks in part to the many days Yael had spent negotiating with the P5’s UN missions and foreign ministries, making it clear that the rise of radical Islam threatened all of their interests.

42She sat deep in thought, as the train trundled on to Philadelphia. When she actually looked back over the planning for the summit, however, there had been several unexplained cancellations at surprisingly short notice. Hussein had not turned up for important meetings, claiming scheduling conflicts or an immediate crisis that needed his attention. His place had been taken by the deputy SG, an American diplomat named Caroline Masters. Hussein had also missed the receptions celebrating several countries’ national days, including that of his homeland, India. That had triggered fevered gossip across the Secretariat Building and the nearby diplomatic missions. So was there something going on? Perhaps the SG really was ill, but was exceptionally skilled at disguising it. That she could understand.

The UN’s New York headquarters was a cross between the court of the Borgias and the last days of the Roman Empire. Part of her relished the challenge of operating across thirty-eight floors of intrigue, conspiracy, backbiting, and betrayal. Another part longed for normality. Especially when she thought of her friend Olivia de Souza. Olivia had met a horrible death, pushed off a balcony on the thirty-eighth floor that looked out over the UN headquarters’ airshaft. Mahesh Kapoor, who had served for years as Fareed Hussein’s chief of staff, was now serving a life sentence for Olivia’s murder. Somehow, Yael’s personal history with Kapoor had stayed out of the media coverage. But there was no guarantee whatsoever that it would not leak in the future.

The happy laughter of a young boy interrupted her reverie. Yael watched a man in his thirties walk down the center of the carriage, holding the hand of his
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