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For Alexandra, Stéphanie-Marie, Connor, and Dylan.

More than I could have ever hoped for, much more than I ever deserved.





We have met the enemy and he is us

—Walt Kelly, Earth Day poster, 1970
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The day after tomorrow… PART ONE




CHAPTER 1

I once went to kill a man. At other times, in younger days, I had followed my work through the neon-lit alleys of Tokyo, watched the sun rise over the Mosque of the Nine Cupolas, and waited on the waterfront in Old Istanbul as a woman’s tears fell like rain.

This time, it was way out east where the Aegean Sea runs into the Mediterranean and the Turkish sun beats down on a chain of tiny islands. The smallest of them was also the most remote—waves broke over the wreck of a freighter lying on a reef, dangerous currents swirled through hidden coves, and a fishing village, its wooden boats long gone, was nothing but ruins now.

I landed in late spring, put ashore by the Egyptian skipper of a tramp steamer who was wise enough not to ask many questions. I can still recall the breeze on my face and the heady scent of pine needles as I moved through a silent forest; true to most of my working life, I stuck close to the shadows.

My target that day was a brave man, no doubt of it, supposedly a German out of Nuremberg—that beautiful old city steeped in so much dark history—and when I surprised him in the kitchen of his lonely villa, we both knew I had traveled a long distance, both in miles and years, to arrive at such a deadly rendezvous.

I was a member of the agency back then and for many years had gone under the codename Kane. Five years earlier, the German had been a trusted asset of US intelligence in Tehran. What nobody knew, though we found out soon enough, was that he was secretly working as a contractor for the Russians. It seems like everything is being outsourced these days, even espionage.

On a quiet Monday night he had gone for a late meal in the bistro at Tehran’s gilded Espinas Palace Hotel and in the men’s room had delivered the names of ten of our most valuable Iranian sources to a representative of Moscow Central. It is well-known in the secret world that the spy agencies of Russia and Iran have worked hand in glove for years, so it was inevitable that the list of names would end up with PAVA, the brutal Iranian secret police. As a result, our network—built over many years at a huge cost in lives and treasure and, more important, a vital back door into the Iranian nuclear program—was destroyed within hours. Even for the CIA, an organization that has known its fair share of failure, it ranked as an unqualified disaster.

The consequences for the eight men and two women who were unmasked as a result of our asset’s betrayal were far more catastrophic. They appeared before a judge in a late-night trial and the next day workmen started to assemble ten towering construction cranes in one of Tehran’s largest squares. While members of the public didn’t pay much attention at first, their purpose soon became clear: it was to ensure that as many people as possible could witness the court’s sentence being carried out. In many countries in the Middle East it is not enough that people are punished; everybody else must be warned.

Once the towers had been erected, the horizontal arms were attached. Coils of rope were fixed to the end of the jibs and late on a spring day four black prison vans brought the captives to the square. One by one, as the minutes crawled by, each of them was conveyed in a cage to the top of their own personal crane.

There, under the gaze of the crowd gathered below, Revolutionary Guards forced the terrified men and women onto a small platform at the end of each jib. They hung a sign on each of the prisoners’ chests identifying them as a spy for the Great Satan, and a noose, popularly known in the country as the Iranian necktie, was then dropped over their heads.

Thanks to the careful planning, the people packed in the square were all afforded an unimpeded view of the ten figures above them. Against a clear blue sky, they seemed to be suspended between heaven and earth. Given the circumstances, I suppose that was exactly where they were.

A small huddle of men and women closest to the cranes—most likely relatives and friends—were on their knees, wailing and praying. They looked up as a uniformed man, a lieutenant colonel, climbed on top of one of the vans and spoke in Farsi through a bullhorn, his voice echoing across the square. He read out the name of each prisoner, the charge, and then the sentence.

Finally, he lowered the pieces of paper and, more loudly, said a word that translated as “Ready.” One of the condemned prisoners—a man—heard the word and his courage failed: he screamed, calling on God to save him.

As usual, at least in my experience, such a plea had no apparent effect. In a well-practiced routine, the Revolutionary Guards stepped forward and placed their right hand on the small of each prisoner’s back.

At this gesture, a heavy silence fell across the crowd, and a child, a boy aged about six, stood up from among the group of friends and relatives and stared up at one of the prisoners—possibly a mother or father—and started calling out a name. A woman beside him pulled him back down, the boy started to cry, and after what seemed like an eternity, the man with the bullhorn gave the next order: “Now.”

The guards, in unison, pushed the prisoners forward. Ten pairs of feet left the wooden platforms and an involuntary gasp went up from the crowd. The relatives and friends watched shoes and sandals rain down as the victims fell through the air.

As they plunged feetfirst toward the square far below, the coils of rope reeled out fast behind them. When the coils ran out, the ropes snapped hard against their anchors, the nooses tightened around ten throats, the prisoners jerked upward, and their necks snapped in an instant.

Nobody in the crowd said a word; the only sound was the wailing of the families as the ten bodies swung gently in the warm Middle Eastern breeze.

I wasn’t surprised that the crowd had reacted with silence. It has been my misfortune to witness a number of executions—several by firing squad, two by hanging, and one when an elderly man had been strapped into an electric chair and forced to “ride the lightning,” as the guards on death row call it—and I can promise you: the terror on the face of the condemned as everything they had hoped would be vanishes into eternity never leaves you. The memory of it will surface at three a.m. when everything you fear most in the world is on its way, coming up the stairs to find you.

Several days earlier—in the Espinas’s bathroom—the German, in payment for the list of names, had received an attaché case containing a fortune in anonymous Swiss bearer bonds. I’m not a believer, nobody could ever say that about me, but two thousand years ago Saint Paul wrote something that, once heard, is not easily forgotten: the love of money is the root of all evil. It certainly was that night in Tehran.

From the moment the traitor had left his coffee cup, an old raincoat, two cigarette butts, and a crumpled credit card receipt on the table in the bistro, entered the bathroom, made the exchange, exited via an adjoining cigar bar, swung onto the back of a waiting motorcycle taxi, and vanished into the city, the agency’s analysts estimated that ninety-two seconds had elapsed. Ninety-two seconds to turn yourself into a multimillionaire, destroy an entire intelligence network, and sign the death warrants of ten colleagues. By any measure, he was a very good spy. As a self-taught freelancer, he was out of the box.

As you would expect, the CIA—the deeply flawed but occasionally brilliant organization where I had worked for the previous twelve years—made numerous attempts to find him, but none of them came close to success, and with more evidence of his double-dealing surfacing daily, his status grew until he became something of a dark legend to US intelligence. Worse still, the agency’s analysts drilled down and found that over the years he had assumed so many fake identities that the Company was finally forced to admit one final chilling fact: they had no idea who he really was. Maybe he wasn’t even German.

With his real identity a mystery—and, I suspect, out of respect for his impressive vanishing act—one of the agency’s resident intellectuals gave him a name that soon took flight. She code-named him the Magus, a word with roots deep in antiquity that means “a sorcerer; a magician.” The Bible tells us the three wise men who brought gold, frankincense, and myrrh to mark the birth of Jesus were all Magi. So, the CIA—the Company that throughout its more than eighty-year history had pioneered so many of the dark arts of espionage—had finally met a wizard and a solo operator almost as good as itself.

Needless to say, that realization fueled the frustration of the expensively tailored man in our corner office and encouraged him to redouble the agency’s efforts to find him. Believe me, there has never been a shortage of testosterone at the highest levels of the intelligence world.

When even the much-better-resourced search led by a handpicked team of data miners and elite field agents could find no trace of the Magus, the problem landed on my desk. It was a Friday, and I was heading out for an early lunch—the Starbucks at CIA headquarters at Langley is, by many accounts, the busiest in the world—and I was aiming to beat the midday crush. My computer and floor safe were already locked when I heard the unique tone informing me that a high-priority message had just hit my inbox.

I decrypted it and saw that it contained the secret files relating to the betrayal in Tehran, horrifying footage of the public execution hacked from PAVA’s cameras, and accounts of the string of failed manhunts that had followed. Accompanying it was a note from the director asking me to familiarize myself with the material and meet him in his office just before dawn on Monday. Being called to a meeting at such an ungodly hour by him wasn’t unusual, and there were some in the agency who claimed the early appointments were a ploy—he wasn’t a workaholic, they would say, he just liked to create that impression.

As it happened, they were wrong: he was a driven, ambitious man who—though very few knew about it—had grown up in strange and difficult circumstances. Work, I had always thought, filled an emotional void for him, and—to be honest—it wasn’t unusual in an agency renowned for its eccentrics and misfits.

The director—silver haired and still retaining much of the tall, athletic build that had made him a track star in college—had grown up as Richard Rourke, but nobody had used his given name in years. He was universally known as Falcon—ever since, as a young agent, he had entered Iran as part of a joint US-Israeli team tasked with crippling an array of nuclear centrifuges hidden in the rugged mountains near a town called Natanz.

The mission ended in disaster but even though Rourke was the least experienced member of the team, he showed not only extraordinary courage but a remarkable coolness in extreme circumstances: at least five Iranians working for the agency ended up owing their lives to him. As word spread through the secret world of his midnight escape, under fire and stopping for nothing, driving across the border into Iraq with half a network of local collaborators in the back of his pickup, the name Falcon stayed with him.

With arresting eyes and a firm line to his jaw, he was probably more imposing than handsome, but one thing was certain: he was the best-dressed man I had ever met. No matter the hour, no matter how fraught the situation, you would find him early in the morning in his office or late at night in the operations center, wearing a handmade Brioni suit, a silk tie, and a Charvet shirt. Even his collection of cuff links was a wonder to behold.

Once he had left frontline operations, he spent several decades climbing the greasy pole in Washington, and the clothes and the image were all part of that. In the corridors of power and the elite social salons of Georgetown he was seen as both accomplished and very sophisticated, a safe pair of elegant hands.

He was in his mid-sixties by the time I received the summons to his office, and to be honest, I wasn’t surprised to receive it. I had heard rumors that the latest search for the Magus was proving no more successful than its predecessors and I’d figured that sooner or later an elite member of US intelligence would realize I probably had the necessary skills for a new approach to the pursuit.

By a strange set of circumstances, I was one of a small cadre of spies who specialized in entering what are called Denied Access Areas—places under total hostile control, such as Russia, Syria, North Korea, Iran, and the tribal zones of Pakistan—so I had more knowledge than most about how someone who was being hunted to the death might evade discovery.

In short, the Magus obviously knew how to hide. And so did I.




CHAPTER 2

My experience and unusual skills meant that on an otherwise unremarkable Friday—hurrying to get to lunch—I found myself once again about to take a cursory glance through a group of highly classified files.

As I opened the first of them, a strange thing happened—a silence deeper than anything I had ever known fell across my office, making me pause. I looked out the window: the wind, which had been building toward a winter gale, had dropped to nothing, and the few leaves left on the trees were no longer rattling out a wild tattoo. Superstitious or religious folk might have said the strange silence meant the universe was commanding my attention, that the heavens were marking the moment when a covert spy opened a highly secret file and the planets began to align.

Fortunately, I didn’t labor under any such illusions. From a life that is long past, I have a science degree from a highly regarded college, and I have always believed in a rational world. I had watched winter hit Virginia hard that year—most mornings there was a thick frost on the ground, and several times I had seen trees draped in exoskeletons of ice—and I knew what the silence outside really meant: heavy snow had started to fall nearby, deadening the noise of the world, as it so often does.

Worried about driving home in the coming blizzard, I closed the shades, heard the wind gather strength again, and began to look through the files. Six hours later, having absorbed them, I sat in the deepening night and thought about the difficulty of finding the Magus.

To complicate matters, I was certain that long before he had walked into the bathroom in Tehran, he had prepared a series of new identities and bolt-holes, dozens of places and names he would have used and discarded until he was certain the trail was cold and he had been swallowed by the vastness of the world. According to the agency database, there were at least two hundred million middle-aged white men on the planet; to an intelligence agent trying to locate one of them, that was a vast world indeed.

While his file at Langley held a full suite of his photos and biometrics, I had no doubt that immediately after leaving Tehran he would have stopped in the Swiss mountains at either Gstaad or Villars-sur-Ollon, exclusive villages that not only host the two most expensive boarding schools on earth but are also home to institutions of a far different stripe. Deep in their valleys, you can find unmarked clinics that specialize in secrecy and high-end surgery. Vladimir Putin’s mistress had once given birth in one of them, and if the Russians have paid you a fortune, you can emerge from them with a different face, a new hairline, surgically altered fingerprints, and magnetic shin implants that add inches to your height.

Alone in my office, I realized I was being asked to find a white male of indeterminate height and nationality, with a name we didn’t know, in a place we couldn’t identify, wearing a face we had never seen, and leaving fingerprints that weren’t his own. Maybe something in his distant past would help, except we had never found out who he really was. In Turkey they have an expression for such a task: they say it’s like digging a well with a needle.

I stood up, walked to the window, and opened the shade onto the night, expecting to see the blizzard had hit and heavy snow was gathering on the ground, but there was only the wind blowing in the trees. It was strange, I thought—that a silence should fall and then the winter storm never arrive. Thinking no more of it, I told myself that finding the Magus was an interesting conundrum, but if you took the vengeance and testosterone out of it, the mission didn’t amount to much: he was long gone, living off the grid, no longer a threat to anyone.

Looking at the skeletal trees, I thought of something my father, dead these ten years past, had once told me—“If it’s revenge you’re after, dig two graves”—and I toyed with the idea of suggesting to Falcon that the agency might do better to work on finding today’s traitors and not worry so much about yesterday’s. Thankfully, something stopped me.

Instead, I followed the Magus’s trail, and one of the insignificant items that he had left on the table at the Espinas Palace Hotel led me to the island in the Aegean. I knew that he lived alone, and with the noon sun warming my back, red bougainvillea tumbling over the villa’s walls, and a black SIG Sauer nine-millimeter in hand, I entered via a locked basement door, made my way through the silent house, and found him in the kitchen cooking pasta over a gas hob, quietly singing an Italian love song to himself. Not German at all, as it turned out.



He faltered midnote, sensing my presence, and turned toward the dining room. We faced each other across thirty feet of balmy Mediterranean air and then, without hesitating, he took half a step, momentarily shielding his left hand from view. In one movement I slid the safety off and tightened my finger against the trigger—

I got no further; in the split second between my eye seeing and my hand reacting, he pulled off an extraordinary piece of tradecraft that hurled me—ears ringing, half deafened—backward across the room and gave him twenty seconds to open fire with a pistol he had produced and escape into the garden. Once again, he was on the run doing what he was best at: disappearing.

But, in the fullness of time, the real significance of those hours on the island had nothing to do with whether I had found him, or if the agency had managed to take its revenge. No. It’s importance was entirely different: quite by accident, the Magus had taught me a brilliant trick, a remarkable piece of tradecraft, that ended up saving my life.

Sometime later, on a mission far more significant and vastly more harrowing than anything I had ever undertaken, I traveled across oceans of time, through a landscape ruled by fear, to the ruins of a once-great industrial complex. It was a Russian facility located in the former Soviet republic of Kazakhstan—and though few people would probably recall it now, it was the site of one of humankind’s greatest achievements. It was there that I ended up in brutal hand-to-hand combat against terrible odds, and—face-to-face with eternity—I reached into memory and recalled what the Magus had done. I can never forgive the man for his betrayal in Tehran but there is no doubt I owe him an enormous debt of gratitude, and given the importance of my mission, maybe the world does, too. Yet another example—as if any were needed—that life is full of irony.

While the mission reached its deadly conclusion at Kazakhstan’s historic and decaying Baikonur Cosmodrome, it had started thousands of miles away, in the wild and lawless country where the borders of Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan all meet. It is a lethal triangle, an area where peregrine falcons, the fastest creatures on earth, hunt at dawn and the life of a Denied Access Area spy is often measured in days.

I went there to rendezvous with an informer, a man who knew a host of secrets about the world’s most dangerous terrorist group. I couldn’t tell you that he was a brave man—he wanted money and passports to give his wife and children a better life—but I did know this: were he to be unmasked, his life expectancy would be even shorter than mine.




CHAPTER 3

For a journey into the heart of darkness, it wasn’t an auspicious start. I flew into Karachi, Pakistan’s largest city, on the hottest day in the metropolis’s recorded history. When I stepped out of the air-conditioned arrivals hall the heat was so intense it literally stole my breath away.

One of the ten biggest cities in the world—and quite possibly the most chaotic—Karachi is home to twenty million people, nearly all poor, crammed into an area between a river delta on one side and the polluted waters of the Arabian Sea on the other. Five times a day the muezzins call the residents to prayer from three thousand mosques; the air is toxic with diesel and the drinking water’s not much better. Nothing prepares you for the assault on your senses. On the way across the parking lot I saw several people gathered around two beggars who had collapsed from heat exhaustion, one of whom might well have been dead. A more superstitious man, somebody who paid attention to the silence before the storm perhaps, might have taken it as a sign.

Leaving the city, I drove west for five hundred miles, as fast as I could, the turquoise sea on my left and nothing but an empty, shimmering blacktop in front of me. As the miles disappeared in the rearview, it turned into one of the loneliest and most forlorn places I had ever seen until—finally—I stopped on a ridge, looked toward the horizon, and saw in front of me a wasteland of parched earth, deep gorges, and impassable granite cliffs, my first glimpse of Jomhuri-ye Eslami-ye Iran—the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Only a handful of US spies had infiltrated the country successfully and even fewer had returned alive. And now, twenty miles ahead, out of sight in the wasteland, was its heavily patrolled border. All I had to do was cross it—unseen, like a ghost in the night.




CHAPTER 4

The mission had been initiated, as is so often the case in the intelligence business, by a seemingly trivial event. A man, attempting to fix his car’s air-conditioning, had found a piece of paper—displaying nothing more than its code number and shipping details—attached to the back of a replacement part. It would have meant nothing to almost anyone on earth—except that he was no ordinary man and the square of paper, at least in one respect, was quite remarkable.

The man in question was a trusted soldier in what had rapidly become the fastest-growing terrorist organization in the world, one that called itself the New Islamic Army of the Pure and whose roots reached deep into religious fundamentalism and anti-Western hatred. There was nothing unusual about that—there were scores of such organizations—except that the Army of the Pure was the latest incarnation of probably the most violent terrorist group in modern history.

Despite what the leaders of a host of countries had claimed, the Islamic State, also known as ISIS—the brutal organization that had emerged from the ruins of Syria and Iraq—had never been defeated militarily. Under constant attack, it had done what insurgent and terrorist organizations have always done. It had scattered to the four winds and the cancer had metastasized.

As a result, there were five major offshoots of ISIS, and the leaders of the best of them—or the worst, depending on your perspective—branded themselves the Army of the Pure, headed south, and found safe harbor among the granite pillars, ancient villages, and hidden valleys of the frontier between Pakistan and Iran. “Why did God create the borderland?” the old joke went. “He wanted to make Afghanistan look good.”

Satellite surveillance, industrial-scale phone hacking, and all-pervasive facial recognition—the highly classified version of which can now identify people from more than two hundred miles in space—showed that the Army was attracting supporters and fighters faster than even the jaded watchers at Langley had thought possible. At its peak, ISIS had enlisted more than thirty thousand foreign warriors, and a large number of them—now highly experienced—had begun to make their way along the coastal highway from Karachi or down the ancient opium trails that led out of Afghanistan to enlist in the Army’s ranks.

To the thousands of men and women at Langley who, after 9/11, had devoted their entire professional lives to monitoring the shifting sands and secret currents of Islamic fundamentalism, it became increasingly obvious that they were witnessing the rise of something as terrifying as ISIS or, even worse, as deadly as Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda. But those same analysts also knew that violent rhetoric and battalions of followers were just ornaments. Without one crucial element any group of Islamic fundamentalists was no different from the three hundred armed militia groups operating in America—men and women who played dress-up on Friday nights and “deployed” around the nearest forest on weekends. To be the wheat and not the chaff, adjudged genuine and not counterfeit, a terrorist group had to strike.

The harder the target, the greater the glory, and there was no target harder to hit than America. Bin Laden had succeeded in a spectacular fashion and had lit a beacon for every other terrorist group to follow. In a way, and it is not easy to say, while the site of the 9/11 attack was cleared years ago, we all continue to live among the ruins of the Twin Towers. As one historian has said, with uncontrolled viruses, climate change, catastrophic hurricanes, massive floods, and endless terrorism, truly, this is the Age of Panic.



Six hours after the agency’s analysts submitted their top secret report about the rise of the Army of the Pure—and, as a result, turned the agency’s counterterrorism signal from orange to rapidly flashing red—the CIA’s huge operation in Afghanistan, Kabul Station, heard the first of what would become a drumbeat of whispers.

Sometimes I think back to when I was relatively new to the spy trade. I was on board a freighter crossing the Andaman Sea off the coast of Thailand, and, unable to sleep—nervous about having to infiltrate Myanmar to meet a group of rebel leaders—I went on deck in the small hours and stood at the railing. It was one of those evenings, the type that air traffic controllers call “severe clear”—not a sound, sharp and cloudless, a breath of wind carrying away any pollution, and the stars laid out on a crystal night.

The ship’s propeller was churning, causing billions of tiny marine organisms to emit a bright glow, and I realized that I was surrounded by the phosphorescence of the ocean. With the Milky Way above and a Milky Way below, it was like traveling through a sea of candles, a perfect metaphor for the secret world. Spies also journey through strange and foreign waters, surrounded not by stars and marine organisms but by fragments of information. The trick was the same, though—not to concentrate on the candles but to try to see the light.

After weeks of hearing the drumbeat of whispers, Kabul Station did just that—it looked past the candles and concluded that the Army of the Pure was planning a major event, an act of terrorism conceived as grand theater that would emulate its darkest predecessors.

In the intelligence world, there is a name that is reserved for global terrorist events conducted on such a scale, and Kabul Station had no doubt that another “spectacular” was on its way.




CHAPTER 5

Kabul’s urgent report—given the highest security classification and sent only to Falcon Rourke and his superior, the director of national intelligence—made it clear within its first three paragraphs that while such a devastating attack might span the Western world, it would be focused on America.

Alarmed, the two Washington spymasters immediately deployed every resource of the huge US intelligence network—nine hundred thousand people and more than two thousand government organizations, three dozen of which were completely off the books—to the task of trying to discover everything they could about a shapeless, barely visible plot. Both men knew that somehow, they had to find more candles.

The next day, a minor US asset in Afghanistan received an encrypted message on his phone telling him to listen carefully for anything that was blowing in the wind.

The man, an Afghan in his fifties, habitually dressed in greasy overalls—one of several hundred CIA freelancers in the country—was an air-conditioning technician who worked out of a mobile workshop: a rugged four-wheel-drive truck that claimed—written on its side in Pashto, Dari, and English—that wherever you were, Dr. Air could cure the air-conditioning of any make or model of vehicle.

Throughout the borderlands of Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan he was acknowledged as the best of all the roadside triage specialists. For twenty-five years, he had made a living roaming freely through the remote villages and towns scattered across the frontiers, on first-name terms with border patrols and officials in all three countries, and always allowed to pass unhindered in return for a free re-gas of freon or a simple repair.

His specialty was sourcing out-of-stock parts, and although none of his customers ever understood or questioned why, there was a good reason he was able to do it: the CIA was flying them in from the US and delivering them to his Kabul warehouse every month. Recruiting him as an asset and providing everything that was necessary to make his business a success had been the inspired idea of Falcon Rourke when he was Kabul station chief years before.

“Hide him in plain sight—the area’s an oven, everybody needs their air-conditioning,” Falcon had said back then. “He can sit around a fire, sip the obligatory cup of tea, and listen.”

The technician did exactly that: over the years, he had passed on hundreds of rumors and fragments of intelligence, and he was now being asked by his handler at Kabul Station to pay even closer attention. The technician would have ignored the entreaty, figuring that the agency often sent out urgent directives just to make sure everyone was awake, but this message was accompanied by a friendly greeting—after all these years, too—from his old friend Falcon Rourke and a request to do whatever he could to help.

Ten days later, working in his warehouse in an industrial park on the outskirts of Kabul, restocking his truck with a new shipment of CIA parts, the stench from the adjacent sewage works as overwhelming as ever, he got a call from a sat phone asking for urgent assistance. There was nothing unusual about that, and on this occasion it came from a man whose air conditioner he had fixed several times over the last few years. The customer, who seemed to do a huge amount of driving, said he was stuck in a small village over the border in Iran, near Zabol—a regional center with the dubious honor of regularly being named by the World Health Organization as the most polluted city in the world.

In other circumstances the technician would have refused—the village was more than a thousand kilometers from Kabul, there were no other requests for assistance in the area, and he was looking forward to a few days’ rest in the capital before hitting the road again.

The prospect of driving through the choking air of Zabol was hardly appealing; on the other hand, the man had always intrigued him. He spoke very little, traveled constantly, was an Afghan who had once been a taxi driver in Kabul, and was now living in Iran with no apparent job—or at least none that he seemed willing to talk about. Maybe it was intuition born of half a lifetime in the shadow world, or perhaps it was just greed, but the technician decided to make the drive. Kabul Station paid well for information and the message from Falcon indicated that it was a seller’s market.

Late in the afternoon, with summer coming in hard, he crossed the border into Iran, and twenty-four hours later—having driven with barely a break—he arrived in the small village. The major cause of the area’s pollution was a brown dust driven by a relentless wind, and in order to try to protect themselves from it the two men had arranged to meet in the lee of a high-walled mosque. They needn’t have bothered—the wind was howling even harder than usual, boxing the compass, grabbing the smoke from cooking fires in the tumbledown houses, whipping it into a choking cocktail, and turning the men and women hurrying through the alleys and streets into nothing more than ghosts in the cloud of dust.

Trying to find his way through the afternoon gloom, headlights blazing, the technician’s truck crawled along the wall of the mosque and finally stopped next to an incapacitated Nissan Patrol four-wheel drive. Immediately, the driver of the Nissan got out, ran to the rear of the triage truck, wrenched open the back door, and scrambled inside. He was in his late thirties, a good-looking man with skin the color of an old bronze artifact and almost as battered: clearly, he had spent a lot of time in the sun and wind. The technician gave one of his crooked grins and pointed at the apocalyptic world on the other side of the windshield. “In the name of Allah…” he said in Farsi, shaking his head.

He stepped out of the driver’s seat; made his way into the rear of the truck, where he had a bed and several chairs set up amid boxes of spare parts, took out two cups; and fired up a small gas stove. As he waited for the tea to be ready, he pointed at the Nissan.

“Another problem with the compressor?” he asked.

“There was,” the visitor replied, standing in the back of the vehicle, half in shadow. “That was a few months ago. It came loose from the bracket, so I pulled it out and refitted it.”

“So—what is the trouble now?” the technician asked.

“This,” the visitor said. He was holding a scrap of paper in his hand—there were two lines of words and numbers in English printed on it—and he held it up for the technician to see. The older man didn’t need a second look.

“When I pulled the compressor out I found this glued to the back of the unit,” the visitor said. “I suppose somebody forgot to remove it.” He pushed it closer to the technician, although there was really no need. The technician knew exactly what it was: a sticker showing a code number, a group of identifying letters, and the shipping details of the compressor. If nothing else, the CIA was a government bureaucracy, and every part that was sent from the US was duly cataloged and marked, forcing the technician to remove every one of the labels when they arrived at his workshop. Or, at least, he thought he had. He knew immediately that the numbers and letters presented no problem; that was reserved for the shipping information, which showed the part had been purchased on the order of Dep. Dir. Langley for Kabul Station, benefit of Local Asset 11789.

The water for the tea was boiling and the technician told me later, when I was assembling the pieces of this narrative, that he toyed for a moment with making a grab for his old Smith & Wesson, a revolver meant for heavy-duty business, lying on the passenger seat, but he dismissed the idea; he had no doubt the visitor’s right hand—out of sight, hanging at his side—was holding his own weapon, aimed directly at him.

Even though he was close to panic, the technician said he found one moment of clarity: he realized that if the meeting was simply about being unmasked, he would already have been dead. There didn’t seem to be any point in trying to talk his way out of it either. He shrugged. “We’ve all got to eat.”

“How well do you know the Americans?” the visitor asked.

“Well enough.”

“You deal directly with the spies, or through a local intermediary?”

“Directly,” the technician replied.

The visitor lifted his right hand into view and the technician saw he was holding a Ruger GP100. He pointed the gun at the stove, mutely telling him the water was boiling, and the technician—his hand shaking hard—started to try to make the tea.

The visitor didn’t take his eyes off the technician: “In recent years we have met at over half a dozen different places—what do you think I do for a job?”

The technician spread his hands, indicating that he was uncertain. “I never saw you with anyone, so I didn’t think you were running people over the border. A gold smuggler was my best idea, tobacco maybe—although I thought you would need a bigger vehicle.”

The visitor nodded but didn’t add anything to disabuse the technician of his theories. “Do you know how much 9/11 cost the Americans?” he asked.

The technician turned from preparing the tea, so taken aback by the question that even his hands stopped shaking. “What?”

“The Twin Towers alone—the buildings—were valued at sixty-two billion US dollars. It cost almost a billion dollars more just to clear the site.”

The technician said, with no idea of the relevance, “That’s interesting.”

“Yes, it is,” the visitor replied. “It makes you wonder, doesn’t it? How much they might have paid to prevent it? Or to avoid something similar.”

The technician turned away and stared at his teacups—what was this man offering him? His heart started to pound; he himself was not even sure if it was from greed or fear.

He thought back to Kabul Station’s encrypted alert and the message from Falcon and wondered if the man with the roadworthy Nissan had heard something—some of those whispers on the wind the CIA was keen to hear. Maybe it was even more than whispers.

“They would pay a lot for something like that, I should think,” the technician replied carefully.

“I agree,” the visitor said. “I asked you before what you thought I did for a job.” He didn’t wait for a reply. “I am a courier,” he said.

“A courier?” the technician asked, not sure what that meant exactly. “A courier for who?”

“Well, not FedEx,” the visitor replied.




CHAPTER 6

When they launched their organization, the Army’s commanders made one crucial decision. They realized, despite the developers’ claims to the contrary, that no civilian could buy an encrypted phone or messaging app that was truly secure.

They were right—there is not a device or software the National Security Agency can’t crack if the stakes are high enough. As a result, the Army’s leadership decided that using human couriers was the safest method of communication and, in doing so, became part of a growing trend in the clandestine world of discarding electronics because paper can’t be hacked and hand-carry can’t be tapped.

Therefore, the Army selected and trained a handful of trusted, shadowy messengers to carry hidden documents and spoken messages back and forth to operatives, suppliers, and financiers, but there was one aspect of their system that the Army’s leadership never anticipated: the bigger the plot, the more valuable the secret, the greater the temptation to sell it.

That led to one of their couriers—a father of two young girls, a former taxi driver who had grown weary of the rigidity of the fundamentalist existence and disillusioned with much of its rhetoric, a man who saw a chance to transform his family’s life and was willing to risk being executed to try to grab it—sitting in a truck in a windswept and godforsaken corner of Iran talking to an Afghan air-conditioning technician whom Allah—subhanahu wa ta’ala, the most glorified, the most high—had revealed to him as a freelance American intelligence agent.

The courier was an amateur in the intelligence world, but it didn’t mean he hadn’t learned one of its fundamental rules: a secret might be worth a fortune, but if you wanted to profit from it you had to be the first to market. He knew the danger of being beaten was growing.

“Three weeks ago people started asking questions,” he said. “Men began to whisper among themselves—information is leaking out about what is being planned. It is why when I called I said it was urgent—the Americans might soon hear it themselves or somebody else could beat me to the sale.”

“A sale? You want to sell information you have to the Americans?” the technician asked. This was not a problem he had ever thought he would have—he had made a living gathering crumbs. The man was a courier; the secrets he knew had to be far more substantial—and lucrative. “Whatever information you have,” he said as he poured the tea, “how much are you asking?”

“Twenty for me. Five for you,” the courier replied.

The technician put the pot down in midpour and stared at his guest. He had to be sure he understood. “Million?” he said. “US dollars?”

“Far cheaper than 9/11. It’s a bargain for the Americans,” the courier replied. “I’ll demand US passports—a safe house, too, a different identity, a totally new life.”

“Twenty-five million dollars?” the technician said in awe. “A new life—but where?”

The courier’s face softened. “Somewhere you don’t need air-conditioning for a start—a view of the water, a place where it rains,” he said. “I looked on a map—Oregon or Maine, maybe. You?”

The technician shook his head. He had never thought about living in the West—or acquiring five million dollars—and had no answer. “What do you want me to do?” he asked.

“Take a message to your handler. Ask him if they want to buy what I am selling.”

“I know them,” the technician said cagily. “They’re always looking for traps, they will want verification, proof. I don’t even know your real name. What do I tell them—a man I met in Iran called Muhammad would like twenty million dollars?”

The courier shook his head, smiling. “Tell them the information I have is about what the leaders here refer to as a spectacular.”

“A what?” the technician demanded.

“He’ll understand. Tell him I am a trusted courier with the Army of the Pure and I have a good working knowledge of their plans and leadership.”

The technician reacted—the Army of the Pure? From what he had heard, they were people to be deeply feared, but then again, for five million dollars, what did he expect?

“The CIA will ask you for information, details, a host of things,” the courier continued. “But listen—I am in control, not them. I will tell you my conditions. Are you paying attention?”

“Sorry,” the technician replied, distracted. “I was thinking about Las Vegas—I want to see Vegas.”




CHAPTER 7

The technician spent an hour outside in the howling wind, acting as though he was repairing the Nissan’s air conditioner in case anyone was observing them, then watched the courier drive off into the evening gloom, grabbed two hours’ sleep, and, in a state of intense agitation, headed back to his workshop next to the sewage works.

Once he had opened the steel roller door, was safely inside, and had bolted it, he logged on to the dark web via the Tor network and opened a popular jihadi message board.

Describing himself as a middle-aged, poor but devout Afghan fighter, his post—four lines long and littered with spelling and grammatical errors—was a simple but hopeless request: he was looking for a much younger wife to join him in a tiny village near the Hindu Kush. It was the latest of many similar posts by him over the years, all trying to connect with a marriage partner, and many of the tens of thousands of regulars on the board could be relied on to insult and deride him. Even in the Islamic underworld, apparently, the internet is a vicious place, but the technician knew something none of his critics did: although the message board’s ownership was deeply hidden, it was controlled by the CIA.

The agency had established the site and buried it on the dark web as a way to monitor jihadi activity and harvest as much information as possible about its users. It also had another purpose: its message boards allowed agency assets in hostile territory to tell their handlers at the CIA that they needed a meeting, help, or support. The technician’s actual message was contained in the misspellings and butchered tenses. The exact combination of mistakes spelled out that he wanted a meeting urgently.

The post attracted its usual clutch of abusive comments but only one was of any value. Posted by a jihadi calling himself AK-47 and accompanied by an avatar of a burning American flag, it was, in fact, written by a CIA handler at Kabul Station. It also was in code, and among its sneering suggestions about where a wife might be found or bought was embedded the time and place where the CIA would meet him.

Thirty-six hours later, one of the agency’s nondescript but armored Toyota Land Cruisers made its way past the sewage works and into a decrepit industrial park on the southern outskirts of Kabul.

The location of the technician’s workshop had been chosen deliberately by the CIA; when the wind was blowing from the north, which it did for most of the year, the smell in the industrial park was almost unbearable, a fact that made it ideal for clandestine purposes. Workers ran from their cars into air-conditioned buildings, not even the smokers gathered in the shade outside their workshops, and nobody had seen a casual visitor pass through its gates in years.

The Land Cruiser weaved through piles of oil drums and stopped outside a building in the most remote section of the park. The driver, an Afghan-American in his forties, one of the station’s most trusted wheelmen, gave a blast on his horn, and almost immediately the roller door opened. Only when it had closed tight behind the vehicle did a man sitting in the back wearing a keffiyeh—a headscarf covering his entire face except for his eyes—his presence completely concealed thanks to the heavily tinted windows, alight.

Once he had removed the scarf, he revealed himself to be a handsome man in his early forties with sharp gray eyes and a two-day stubble. A native of Texas, his name was Chris Halvorsen and he was chief of the CIA’s Kabul Station. He stretched his back—the Kabul roads were murder—the sidearm on his hip clearly visible under his denim jacket, and gave an easy smile as he saw the technician emerge.

The old guy was moving fast, shuffling a little as he always did, wringing his hands, but that action had nothing to do with anxiety. Halvorsen knew from long experience that, more than the request for a meeting or the number of exclamation marks, the habit with the hands meant the technician had something big to report: the man could definitely see a significant payday coming.




CHAPTER 8

Eleven minutes after Chris Halvorsen had been driven inside the workshop, he was making arrangements to leave.

The Kabul station chief had shaken hands with his excited joe, declined a cup of tea, and accompanied him to their usual debriefing post: a pair of filthy armchairs in the back corner of the structure, almost beside three pounding generators that made it virtually impossible for anyone to eavesdrop. Even so, the men still leaned close, almost whispering, and Halvorsen made the technician recount the entire exchange with the courier three times, trying to extract every detail, and then—satisfied there was nothing more to learn—changed all of his plans. Normally, he stayed for at least an hour to give the impression that work had been done on the air conditioner, but not this time.

He called to his wheelman, rewrapped his keffiyeh, climbed into the backseat, and told him to drive fast to Bagram Air Base, where—deep within a highly secure perimeter—CIA’s Kabul Station was located. The most secure part of that sprawling, bomb-proof intelligence complex was the Tempest Zone, and from inside its lead-lined walls and against the hum of white-noise generators, Chris Halvorsen—who a few months later would be captured, tortured, and executed in Syria—called Falcon and briefed him on developments in the village near Zabol.

According to the agency’s logbooks, it was 10:43 a.m. Washington time when the CIA director took the call. Twenty-eight minutes later he was standing in the conference room adjoining his office on the seventh floor, consulting notes on his laptop, bringing his dozen closest and most senior executives up to date.

“The courier—if that is truly what he is—has conditions,” Falcon told them. “It’s understandable—if he’s even close to telling the truth, he must be terrified. He says he won’t commit any information to paper or a USB drive in case it falls into the wrong hands—that would cost him and, almost certainly, his family their lives.

“From his mouth to someone’s ear, he says, is the only way it will work,” Falcon continued. “That means a meeting, and he has told our intermediary that he won’t risk arousing suspicion by making any changes to his routine. Any meeting would have to be on his home territory at a location that was not only familiar to him but he considers safe.” Falcon shrugged and looked around the room. “According to him, none of these things are negotiable. He says he’s prepared to walk.”

With the update complete, there was a short silence, broken finally by Bill “Buster” Glover, one of the agency’s assistant directors, a man in his late fifties who looked like an unmade bed: heavyset; wild, unruly hair; a crumpled shirt; and a permanently worried expression.

“He talks about a spectacular—did he say anything more about it?” Buster asked.

“Nothing,” Falcon replied. “He’s trying to sell it to us—he’s not giving anything away for free, and that’s assuming he even knows something.”

“How much?” Buster asked. “How much does he want?”

Falcon paused, looking again at their faces. “Twenty million for him, five for the intermediary, and the usual—passports, safe passage…”

He didn’t finish. “How much?” a man’s voice called from the far end of the long table, in shock. In that respect, he was acting as spokesman for the rest of the room.

“God in heaven,” a woman halfway down added. “Twenty-five million, Falcon? This could be the grift of the century, at least as far as the spy business is concerned.”

“Yeah, could be,” Falcon replied as most heads nodded. If there was one thing that everybody in the secret world subscribed to—no matter what side they were serving—it was that the spy trade was full of cheats, fraudsters, liars, fantasists, and double-crossers. “His information might also be true,” Falcon said gently.

“You’re not thinking of paying this?” the man at the far end asked, turning angry.

“Before 9/11, I wouldn’t have considered it; after 9/11, I can’t ignore it,” Falcon said. “The world we live in, Jim.”

“No… no,” Jim replied, shaking his head, joined in dissent by at least four or five other people. Within moments the room had erupted into an argument. The advocates for considering the idea were clearly outnumbered, tried to compensate by raising the volume, and the dispute grew more heated by the second.

“Okay, okay,” Buster said harshly, standing, tucking his shirt in, demanding their attention. The room quietened. “So let’s draw up the document, shall we?”

“What document?” Jim asked, aggressive. He was a big guy, smart, too—a hard-driving forty-year-old with a face so rugged it looked like a long stretch of torn-up road. He was the head of analysis—the youngest person to hold the position—and someone who clearly was not planning on stopping there.

“The document we are all going to sign,” Buster replied.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jim responded.

Falcon intervened. “What Buster means is, we draw up a short note detailing who is in favor of pursuing this lead, irrespective of the cost, and who isn’t. Then we all sign it.”

“Why?” a woman halfway down the table asked.

“To save time,” Falcon replied. “After 9/11, the commission of inquiry found it difficult to pin down who advocated what in the months before the attack. Everybody was ducking and weaving. This way, if we are hit by another spectacular, there won’t be a problem—we just hand them the document and they know precisely who stood where.”

Nobody said anything. “Okay—who’s for signing?” Buster asked.

Still there was no response. “Things are suddenly different when it’s no longer an intellectual exercise, when you have to nail your colors to the mast and sail into battle,” Falcon observed.

Everyone at the table became calmer and was nodding: what Falcon said was the truth. The spymaster turned back to his laptop, once again in total command of the room. “Now, can we consider the information on its merits? If you want my opinion, I think the conditions our purported courier is demanding increase his credibility. He is acting exactly like you would expect of a man who is playing the most dangerous game on earth.”

“And the figure he wants to be paid does the same,” Buster added. “An ask that size—he knows we are going to examine every inch of him and his story. This guy must have a huge degree of confidence.” He smiled. “Or delusion.”

“So what do we do?” Jim asked, more collegial now. “Ask for proof of life, so to speak?”

“Exactly,” Falcon replied. “We say further negotiation depends on him sending a token of good faith, something to prove he is in the Army and that we are not being gamed.”

Everyone nodded. It was now up to the courier to provide a proof of life, and the executives started to relax. The meeting was over.

Buster retrieved his threadbare jacket from the floor, then came to Falcon’s side: “Twenty-five million? Jeez. What a world we live in.”

“Yeah,” Falcon said. “The world that was built by 9/11.”




CHAPTER 9

That afternoon, a message went from the seventh floor at Langley to Kabul Station, was taken to the air-conditioner workshop by Chris Halvorsen, and was driven across the Iranian border by the technician, who then whispered it into the ear of the courier at a small bazaar two hundred miles south of their last meeting. The CIA wanted proof of life.

The bazaar was a mean and venal place, popular with smugglers and men preying on the constant trickle of refugees trying to reach Tehran. Sitting at the back of a deserted tea shack, the courier told the technician he had anticipated the buyers would want some sort of evidence. A few minutes later the two men went to the Nissan, and making sure they were unobserved, the technician took possession of a small token. Successfully, he carried it out of the borderlands, arrived back at his workshop, and handed it over to Chris Halvorsen. At the headquarters of Kabul Station, the token—a piece of paper about the size of a business card but wafer thin—was sealed in a steel box and flown to Langley.

From there, the cropped, badly blurred photo was transported to the National Security Agency in Maryland, where, once the image experts and analysts had enhanced it, a wealth of information was revealed. With the token and the NSA’s report in hand, Falcon reconvened a meeting of his closest advisers, and while none of the information in the photo was definitive, it was persuasive enough to convince Falcon and the other people present that they had to engage with the so-called courier.

Four hours after the seventh floor made the decision to meet with the courier at a time and place of his choosing in Iran, the men and women whose job it was to design the mission concluded that a Denied Access Area spy—traveling alone and entering by foot—would offer the best chance of success.

In darkness, at 3:22 on a Sunday morning, just minutes after Falcon had signed what is known as a Form B1706—an order initiating a clandestine operation—the encrypted cell phone I kept on the nightstand next to my bed rang. Sleepy-eyed, I grabbed it and realized that the caller had already hung up. I had no doubt what it meant.

I looked at my missed calls and saw it had come from a number I recognized—a number that I knew, even if I dialed, would never answer. In the world in which I lived, the phone number itself was the coded message.

It told me a car was on the way. I was going live.




CHAPTER 10

By four a.m. I was in the back of a nondescript SUV and was placing my right palm on the side of a steel briefcase that had arrived with the vehicle.

It was the latest high-tech version of what is known in the secret world as a lock bag, and silently I counted to seven, giving the myriad sensors hidden in the steel enough time to measure the biometrics of my hand. I removed it and moments later, with the system satisfied about my identity, the lid of the briefcase opened on a spring and I was looking at the screen of a specially designed laptop. A file titled “Courier/Borderlands” was already open, telling me where, in broad terms, I was going. I felt fingers of ice creep up my spine. It had to be Iran, didn’t it? It was by far the most deadly of all the Denied Access Area locations, and so it was with genuine trepidation that I started to read the extensive file.

By the time we passed through the guardhouse at Langley, I was finished and I closed the lid, handed the briefcase back to the protection officer sitting in the front, and looked out the window. The cool night air lent an aching clarity to the trees, and—fittingly, in view of my imminent mission—a crescent moon rode high in the sky. I could not have asked for a more beautiful night to embark on what became such an ugly business.

Once I had made my way through two further checkpoints, I entered Langley’s highest-security zone, a vast space buried beneath the Bubble, the CIA auditorium. In the underground foyer, as I handed over the last of my possessions—phone, watch, belt, and buckle—and was told to stand inside a back-scatter X-ray machine, a security officer directed me to go to the most secure of the zone’s dozen conference rooms.

Accompanied by two guards, I walked through deserted corridors, listened to the hum of the generators that wrapped the exterior of the area in a wall of anti-eavesdropping white noise, and stopped outside a high-security door. I swiped my pass across yet another scanner, waited while the facial recognition cameras confirmed my identity and watched the door slide open.

I stepped inside to find that the large, normally bland space had been turned into a war room. Experts in photo analysis were working at computers in one corner, and high-def screens had dropped from compartments in the ceiling, wrapping around the entire space, turning it into something like an IMAX theater. Inside a circle of hardware, sitting at a long conference table, were a group of intelligence analysts who specialized in the borderlands, all of the mission planners, and most of the seventh-floor brain trust. Falcon—seated at the far end, the ringmaster of the forty-strong circus—nodded in greeting and motioned me to take the vacant seat at the end of the table.

“You read the summary in the car?” he asked without preamble.

“I guess you got the proof of life—otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

Falcon reached to a side table for a small glass panel and handed it to an assistant, and with everyone in the room straining to see, it was delivered to me. I saw that the wafer-thin rectangle of paper—with a barely legible photo printed on it—had, for protection, been sandwiched between two pieces of shatterproof glass. It now looked like a biological specimen. I stared more closely at the paper and smiled. Falcon grinned back.

“A great trick. Ever use it, Falcon—when you were in the field, I mean?” I asked.

“I’m not that old,” he replied, mock-offended. “I’ve read about it, though.”

“Yeah, so have I,” I said.

One of the senior intelligence analysts—a woman in her fifties, known for her vaping and cynicism—was perplexed. “I don’t get it,” she said. “What’s a great trick—a bad photo?”

Falcon shook his head. “He’s talking about the paper it’s printed on, Margaret. The trick was how the courier got the photo safely out of the borderlands.”

“It’s like a piece of history,” I said. “The idea was dreamed up by the French Resistance—the Maquis—when they were fighting the Nazis—”

Falcon interrupted: “That’s why he asked if I’d used it in the field. He was suggesting I was old enough to have been there in ’forty-two.” Everyone laughed.

“The resistance had a problem,” I continued. “How did they pass secret information between different cells—the location of a supply drop, the time and date of a meeting—when informers and the Gestapo were everywhere. Being French, they were heavy smokers—just like in Iran—but factory-made cigarettes were expensive, so what most of them did was roll their own from loose tobacco.

“Someone in the resistance came up with the idea of writing the secret information on the inside of one of the cigarette papers. They would then roll it into a smoke, and if they were stopped by the Gestapo, they pulled the cigarette out from behind their ear and lit it up. Every time they took a pull, they destroyed the evidence.”

I pointed at the wafer-thin paper. “Maybe our courier or the intermediary read about it; perhaps they thought it up themselves. Either way, they used a handmade cigarette to get the token out of the borderlands. What do we know about the photo?” I asked.

Falcon indicated the IMAX screens. I turned and was astonished as the image appeared—the techs at the NSA and the photo analysts in the corner had used their massive computing power and classified software to enhance myriads of pixels, turning a photo of blurred shapes and indistinct shadows into a vivid image a thousand times larger than the original. I walked forward and stared at a huddle of mud-brick houses surrounding a village
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