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PROLOGUE


SECRET


FROM: PK3Y


MSG REF: B97–4/68


SUBJECT: Possible kidnap of British national


STRAP 1 CONTROLLED ITEM. FOIA EXEMPT.


1.    Meeting early this morning with a jittery ARTISAN. Headlines below. Full contact report to follow separately, along with draft CX.


2.    The Syrian authorities are investigating the disappearance of a British national from his hotel in Damascus yesterday evening. The individual is reported to be Rev. Samuel WORTH, PDOB Edinburgh 4-9-1939, passport 936485118. Initial traces suggest a family connection that will have to be handled with sensitivity.


3.    According to ARTISAN, the hotel manager called the police at approx. 2130 when a colleague reported him missing. CCTV wasn’t working but the doorman says WORTH left on his own and under no apparent duress at approx. 1800 after asking for directions to a restaurant in the old city. There are no reports of him returning.


4.    Eyewitnesses in the restaurant describe him eating alone but leaving with a local man described by the waiter as a beggar. Reported time of departure varies from 1930 to 2045. No consistent description of the beggar. There were three checkpoints in the immediate vicinity and several foot patrols but none reported contact with a foreign national. The only physical evidence is a crumpled tourist map from WORTH’s hotel that was found in an alleyway several hundred metres from the restaurant and some stains on the ground that may or may not be blood.


5.    The investigation was taken over by Syrian Military Intelligence (SMI) within hours. They have already arrested the waiter, hotel manager and doorman.


6.    ARTISAN was quick to explain that since the Ministry of Interior (MoI) has no oversight of SMI his access to the investigation will be severely limited from this point onwards. He has offered to re-establish social contact with colleagues in SMI but this will take time. We have praised ARTISAN for his initiative but requested he sit tight for now. We know you will be coming under pressure for intelligence on WORTH but given likelihood he is already in Raqqa, limited rescue options and ARTISAN’s history of getting distracted we strongly suggest he remains focussed on existing MoI tasking.


7.    We await your prompt response. Separately pls address shortfall in funds as raised in B97-4/66.









CHAPTER ONE


Jonas couldn’t remember the last time he had felt so ill-prepared. He had never been inside the bar before, and wouldn’t have been able to answer basic questions about the layout, exits, cameras and customer profile. He didn’t know which group controlled this part of Beirut or how they would react if it all went wrong. His target was probably drunk. From his position he could see the open doorway clearly enough, but the women at the bar inside were impatient for customers, and at least one of them had seen him loitering across the street. Theirs is the oldest profession, he thought – they are the better watchers, their livelihood more honestly linked to their ability to observe and manipulate. Spies are the second oldest and the second best. At least that was how he felt.


He had decided to allow the priest enough time for one drink. The woman in the doorway waved at him and he turned away to light a cigarette. He felt weighed down by grief, by the gentle rain that had soaked into his clothes, by simple tiredness. His dark beard was long and unkempt and the stress of the previous months had left him looking older than his thirty-five years. Somehow he brought his mind back to the task ahead. To tell the priest who he was and what he wanted, to deal with his confusion and anger, to identify what might motivate him to help. Jonas had never done anything like this before. As an analyst it was his job to come to terms with the rogues’ gallery of assumptions, vendettas, half-truths and bald lies that constituted the majority of the intelligence that crossed his desk and make it useful – to elevate it to something approaching fact. But he had never been operational, and his temperament had kept him away from much of what went on around him. He remembered an agent handler talking about ways of keeping the door open to a second meeting even if the initial pitch went disastrously. This struck him as fantastical. His plan would either work tonight or it would go wrong: there would be no second chances.


The interior was smaller and darker than he had expected. A poorly stocked bar stretched along the right side; a few tables were pushed up against the opposite wall. The woman who had waved at him took his arm and led him to the bar. She pushed her breast against him.


“You going to buy me drink?”


She had begun her pitch without hesitation. As an aspiring practitioner, Jonas admired her directness. He saw the priest sitting alone further down the bar. He looked sad, somehow, his soft, grey, hunched shape a thickening of the gloom. At the end of the room two women danced with a fat man. The women, swaying on their high heels, knew not to risk too much movement – it looked as though they were slowly trying to escape from a set of elaborate foot restraints.


“You want to go to room?”


He put a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, took his drink and walked down to join the priest.


“Father Tobias, this is a surprise. Do you mind if I join you?”


He heard the wobble in his voice and regretted that he had turned out this way. Tobias turned to see who was speaking to him. The tape holding his glasses together at the bridge glittered weakly. He didn’t smile when he saw it was Jonas.


“No one here calls me Father,” he said.


“Being a priest must be one of those things it’s difficult to put to one side for an evening.” Unsure what to do, Jonas took the stool next to him. “It’s part of you – like an accent, like a preference for tea rather than coffee.”


“Like a criminal record.”


His speech was clear and his hand as he reached for the glass was steady. Even when drunk, Jonas had learned, Tobias spoke in the measured, unemotional rhythms of a theologian. The only change was that he slowed down to avoid slurring his words, which had the effect of making his Swiss accent more pronounced. They had first met ten days earlier. Jonas had been trying to follow him for three straight evenings, and when Tobias had taken something from his pocket and dropped a folded envelope Jonas decided to act. He had concluded that on balance there were more downsides than upsides to following a drunkard. They might not be alert but they walked slowly, doubled back on themselves, attracted attention – the unpredictable tradecraft of the alcoholic, as challenging in its own way as that of any Russian spy. Jonas had picked up the envelope, read the contents and caught up with him to hand it back. They had gone for a drink at a nearby bar, where Jonas explained that he was a freelance journalist researching an article on Christian communities in Syria. If the priest had been struck by the coincidence, he hadn’t shown it.


They had met several times over the following week. On the last occasion, Tobias had been drunk enough for Jonas to have no difficulty stealing his hotel room key. He hadn’t planned to do it, and he certainly had no experience of such things. Risk made him uncomfortable, whether it came in the form of a conversation with a pretty girl or a deviation from the precise route he walked to work each day. But he had heard the key clinking and slipped his hand into Tobias’s jacket pocket when he thought it would go unnoticed. Although he knew that the best deceptions were those that the target would never know had occurred, he accepted that in his situation he would have to compensate for his lack of resources somehow, and boldness seemed as good a way as any. Tobias would probably assume that he had lost it while drunk. Jonas felt a brief exhilaration at being liberated from the constraints of corporate risk, of reputational risk. He was on his own and had little to lose.


“Do you mind if I join you for a drink?” he asked.


“You have made a strange choice of bar if you wish to have a drink with another man,” said Tobias.


“Or to drink on your own.”


“Priests should spend more time in places like this. I am no better than anyone else here. At least these people make no pretence about what they are.”


Jonas tried to focus on projecting the combination of authority and warmth he knew would be needed when the conversation moved into more challenging territory. In the dirty mirror above the bar he looked stiff, self-conscious. For some reason he had decided to wear a suit, hoping it might be discreetly redolent of influence, government, long corridors. He couldn’t understand how he might have imagined anything so crumpled and ill-fitting would be appropriate – Tobias was looking him over with the first sign of pleasure he had shown since Jonas had arrived. He wondered if this might work in his favour. He hadn’t yet worked out how to project warmth, but perhaps the only reasonable response to his dark suit, to his evident discomfort, to his lean, funereal intensity, to the parting that made him look less like someone following the fashion for neat hair than a Victorian gentleman – perhaps the only reasonable response was to smile.


“In fact, this is the best kind of place to drink alone,” Tobias was saying. “The women never disturb me – they know what I am – and the men are only interested in the women. As long as the men do not find out my profession. It would make them uncomfortable.”


Jonas had never seen him wearing a clerical collar. He wondered how the women in the bar would have identified Tobias as a priest and marvelled again at their ability to read people. Jonas saw a short, fleshy, middle-aged man with thinning grey hair and round tortoiseshell glasses. He saw a collar that was frayed, a habit of blinking emphatically when under pressure. A schoolteacher, perhaps, or a watchmaker – it fit with his heavy Swiss accent and his slow, precise way of speaking, but not with his hands, which were dirty and had begun to tremble. It was clear to Jonas that something was wrong, that this was not going to go the way he had hoped.


“Why don’t I invent a different occupation for myself – in case someone asks me what I do?” Tobias said. It sounded as though he said inwent rather than invent. “This is your speciality, inwenting occupations. Perhaps I will also claim that I am a freelance journalist.”


It was possible Tobias had simply told them he was a priest, Jonas thought. It was important to be sceptical of professional myths.


“I do not know what is the purpose of all this,” Tobias said. He waved his hand to show that he was referring to Jonas’s suit as well as his unexpected arrival. “I do not know which department you represent, but please understand that I have no interest in being a pawn in whatever version of the great game the British government is playing these days.” He picked up Jonas’s glass and placed it further down the bar as though moving a chess piece from one end of the board to the other. Pawn to queen’s knight 4, Jonas thought, given the size of the space between them, given the position of the napkin holder and the salt shaker, which he had already decided looked like a bishop in his white robes. “Please, though, before you leave, return my hotel key. They will charge me for it otherwise.”


Jonas took it from his pocket and placed it on the bar. He had passed a maid in the hotel corridor when leaving the room. She must have assumed they were friends and asked Tobias if he knew someone matching Jonas’s description. It did not matter. He did not regret the situation he was in. He had come into the bar this evening to make his position clear. However this came to pass, he knew that he would have to deal with the priest’s anger. And he had learned valuable things from his search of the hotel room. That money would not be a factor, for one. Tobias had turned his hotel room into something resembling a monk’s cell. The television had been hidden away in the wardrobe, along with a half-empty bottle of gin whose label had been peeled off, and the paint on the walls was darker where pictures had been taken down. A simple wooden cross hung from a crudely hammered nail. Jonas thought that he might even have slept on the floor each night – the maid stubbornly gathering the blankets and remaking the bed each morning – because of the half-empty water glass and coaster placed carefully on the tiles, and next to it a small pile of books: Goethe, Bonhoeffer, an anthology of war poetry, a pocket New Testament. Those the maid would not touch.


There was more. There were things that Jonas had discerned as possibilities from the room, things that came back to him now as he sat beside the priest at the bar. The importance of the woman in the black-and-white photograph, tucked between the pages of the New Testament. The small vase of flowers on the windowsill, picked from a garden rather than bought from a florist, too fresh for a hotel of that standard and at odds with the masculine sparseness of the room. Had they been left there as a gesture of kindness by the maid? Tobias was a compassionate man. Those he came into contact with each day recognized it. Jonas could make use of this.


“I want to explain,” he said. He shifted on the stool and cleared his throat. Shyness is too mild a word for this, he thought, it fails to capture the physicality of panic, like being in a fight with yourself – the hurried breathing, the heat, a desire to run. “I understand that you feel tricked, Tobias. I would feel the same in your position. But the things I’ve done have been necessary because of the bigger picture. A man with your experience – I know you’re able to understand that there are more important things than your entirely reasonable sense of grievance.”


Bigger picture, a man with your experience, entirely reasonable sense of grievance: Jonas heard himself capture perfectly the tone of a door-to-door salesman trying to talk a dissatisfied customer out of making a complaint.


“How casually people like you intrude on the privacy of others,” said Tobias.


“You remember that I went into your room but you forget that I saw what is in there.” He could hear himself speaking but didn’t know where this stuff was coming from, or whether it made any sense to Tobias. It barely made any sense to Jonas. He fumbled for the point he was trying to make. “What I mean is that your room is not that of someone who believes in privacy. It’s the room of someone used to living in a community where everything is shared. Some people put their faith in objects, in worldly things – things that can be searched. You’re not one of those people, Tobias.”


“You are very quick to tell others what they should feel.” Wery quick, Jonas heard. “I should not feel tricked, I should not feel spied upon. As a priest I should be above such trivial concerns.” He blinked repeatedly. “Perhaps you forget where I am and what I am doing.”


“What I’ve learned is that you’re not one of those people who walks past someone in need.” Use his name, Jonas reminded himself. Number four on the list of ten rapport-building tips distilled from a handful of self-help books he had bought at Heathrow just weeks earlier, along with “Maintain eye contact”, “Mirror body language” and “Tilt your head at an angle and smile as you listen”. He liked lists. They simplified the business of living. “This isn’t about politics, Tobias. This is about saving a life.”


“So this has been a selection process, is that what you are saying? I have passed the interview and you are offering me the job? This is good news. Except that I did not apply and I think the job is reprehensible. Why do you look so surprised? What do you expect me to say when you have tricked me like this? Perhaps you forget that for most of us lying is considered a bad thing.”


“The lie was necessary, Tobias,” Jonas said. “It allowed us to establish who you are, what you are. To establish whether you’re the right person to help us with something of huge importance.”


“Us?”


“I’m not here on my own.”


He hadn’t planned to mention anyone else. He wondered if he had gone too far. Tobias turned around to take in the dozen or so other men in the room, seated at tables with women or standing at the bar. Dark patches of sweat showed through his shirt. The fat man was still dancing with two women at the back.


“If you mean him,” Tobias said, “it doesn’t look like he is doing his job.”


“You won’t be able to identify them. But they are here. And they’ll be with us when we leave. They are here to keep us safe, nothing more.”


“Call them off. I want nothing to do with you and your friends and your grubby profession.”


“I wonder if our professions are so different,” said Jonas. “We both listen to secrets, we both exercise authority. We both feel some embarrassment at what we are, I suspect.”


“Please do not compare the Church with whichever squalid part of the secret world you represent.”


“Do you want to discuss the reputations of our respective organizations? I’m not sure yours would come out on top.”


Jonas felt that he had to be bullish, to shoulder his way quickly through the crowd of objections being placed in his path. There was no time to engage in a discussion of the merits of collaboration. The bartender was casting frequent glances their way and Jonas saw there was a limit to how long he would tolerate two foreign men who ignored the women in order to argue at the bar. He put another twenty-dollar bill down and signalled for more drinks. He blamed himself for having forced a priest drinking gin in a brothel into a conversation about reputation. It was to be expected that Tobias would fear his own character had marked him out as weak. This was an error Jonas should not have made. Even the rawest recruit to counterterrorism understood the disjunction between public display and private life: in one, the insistence on law and the violent denunciation of those who believed otherwise; in the other, prostitutes, drugs, petty crime. There was little to be gained from trying to make someone face up to the inconsistencies in their life, especially if you needed results quickly.


“So we are both as bad as each other,” Tobias said. “Please, I do not wish to discuss any of this with you further.”


“You don’t know what I want yet.”


“Oh, I know what you want. Everyone wants the same thing these days: aid workers, politicians, journalists. The real ones and the fake ones. You wish to talk about Syria. You wish to talk about the refugees, the fighting, which roads are closed and which roads are open, what the Syrian people feel, what will happen to Lebanon, but most of all you wish to talk about the terrorist groups.”


“I know you’ve had contact with them,” Jonas said.


“You don’t know anything.”


“I know that you learned Arabic in Aleppo as a young priest, fresh out of seminary, and came back ten years ago, to everyone’s surprise. I know that soon after your return you cut ties with the Church in Rome, or they cut ties with you. I know that four months ago you left Syria because of threats made against you by pro-regime militias. I know that you have been involved in three attempts to secure the release of hostages taken by extremist groups and that on two of those occasions you were successful.”


“I would have expected your information to be more accurate – or is the British government getting its facts from the newspapers these days? Listen, the greatest danger to me and those I was trying to help came from people who believed that I was working for an organization like yours.” There was alarm in his pale, bloodshot eyes. “I do not see your government being part of the solution. I do not see spies playing a positive role in any of this. Nobody trusts you, on either side. You believe you must do everything in secret, but it is inevitable that the results of your work sometimes become public, and then we see mass surveillance, torture, rendition, illegal wars. What else is there beneath the cover?”


“Bonhoeffer worked as an agent of the Abwehr against the Nazis and was aware of —”


“Stop. If I did not know you had searched my room you could perhaps use this argument to some effect.”


“My point is that neither of us is operating in a vacuum. There are other people competing in the same space – people who want to do far worse things.”


“Worse than Iraq?” Tobias asked. “Worse than Abu Ghraib? Worse than Guantanamo?”


Or worse than Mosaddeq? Jonas wondered. Or Balfour? He had spent long enough studying the Middle East to know how poor the West’s record was, and long enough working in intelligence to understand how partial its successes were, how corrosive its impact on lives could be. Jonas suddenly felt very tired. He had little to offer by way of defence. The truth was that he felt deeply shamed by those overseas adventures carried out in the name of national interest. He thought of E. M. Forster’s line about being given the choice of betraying his country or betraying his friend and hoping he had the guts to betray his country. What were those national interests Jonas had worked for so long to protect? He wasn’t sure any more. When he thought about his country, he thought of those people he loved. He didn’t think of its politicians, its oil companies or arms manufacturers. He didn’t think of ideology, either. Each day Jonas walked down the Beirut street that Kim Philby had been living on when he defected to the Russians. He had told his wife one evening that he was going out to meet a friend and then telephoned while she was preparing their children’s dinner. She had been too busy to take the call. He never returned. She wrote afterwards that for months and months she wished she had taken that call. That was where ideology got you, thought Jonas.


Father Tobias had been quiet for a while. He tapped his watchmaker’s fingers steadily against the side of his glass: tick, tock, tick, tock. The barman had lost interest in them and was smoking a cigarette in the open doorway. Outside the rain drummed on the cars; it streamed above the blocked gutters.


“There is nothing left for us to speak of,” said Tobias.


At the back of the bar the fat man had stopped dancing and was kissing one of the women while the other one watched.


“I am sorry that we shall not see each other again,” he said. “I was beginning to look forward to our chance encounters. You must think I am very naive! Certainly too naive to be of any use to you in your business. I thought, here is someone as lonely as me, someone who is also suffering some kind of loss but does not wish to speak of it, someone who can minister to me just as I minister to him. All right, yes, he wears the same clothes most days and looks as though he does not eat enough, but I am in no position to judge.” He emptied his glass. “I was so happy that you chose to pick up that letter and become my friend. Now I understand that you probably read it first.”


Jonas was surprised to find that he had underestimated the value of friendship. He had underestimated its impact on Tobias, clearly, but what really surprised him was its impact on himself. He was doing this out of love, or so he had thought. How then could he have turned out to be so indifferent, until this moment, to the affection he had cultivated in Tobias? What was wrong with him that he was willing to destroy this man’s life all over again? He saw himself in the mirror above the bar – his dark hair and beard sparkling with rainwater, his features made severe by exhaustion – and wondered how it had come to pass unnoticed that deceit had been worn into him like grooves in a record until all he could play were false notes. It hardly mattered, but he understood finally that he needn’t have lied. He might have laid out his case simply and truthfully and asked for help. When had his innocence left him? He remembered as a child seeing a priest wearing running shoes beneath his robes and feeling a sense of loss, just as he had when he learned that what made aeroplanes fly was a clever tangle of wires, that there was no magic involved. The shoes that Tobias wore were thin and wet from the rain. They seemed magical to Jonas in ways that he could not begin to explain.


“I am sorry to send you back to your masters with nothing,” said Tobias.


You’ve got it all wrong, Jonas thought. I’m not doing it for them – I’m doing it for my father. The wind blew through the open door and scattered a pile of coasters. They lay across the bar like the squares of a broken chessboard.


“The woman in the photograph,” he said finally, letting the cold come close to him like a skin. “If you help us, we’ll get her out.”









CHAPTER TWO


Jonas had grown tired, during the three months that had passed since his father’s kidnapping, of people telling him to be patient. He had heard it on a weekly basis from SIS, the Foreign Office and the police, and it was a guaranteed occurrence on those days that he had spoken with his own senior managers. The staff counsellor they had insisted he see had phrased it differently. “It’s a waiting game,” she had said. He sat stiffly, looking at the floor, the knot of his tie so fierce that it lifted the points of his collar. “You must feel so powerless,” she said. He wasn’t sure whether he was being consoled or instructed.


It came to him around that time that he was powerless only so long as he allowed himself to be constrained by their rules. He had been subjecting his life, he realized, since the news of his father’s kidnapping had come through, to the same fretful risk assessment, the same concerns about reputation, the same obsession with worst-case scenarios that had come to characterize his working life. He had no one to blame for this but himself. It was only now that he had begun to act outside the rules he understood just how much power he had.


Evidence of this was a visit early one Friday morning from a stranger in tennis whites carrying in one hand what he insisted on calling an intelligence update and in the other a cottage pie cooked by his wife. To Jonas, who didn’t have an oven, the two were of equal value.


“Gas mark six, forty minutes. Those are your orders. Valerie is worried sick about you, as are we all. Not eating enough, that sort of thing. By the look of you she’s on the right track. She’ll have a fright when I tell her about this beard you’re sporting – boys left to their own devices, I can hear her voice as if she were in the room. I’ll have to talk her out of sending a barber round. Between you and me, the pie is a bit stodgy, but it’ll put fuel in your tank.”


Desmond Naseby introduced himself as a visiting SIS officer who had dropped in to Beirut to see a few old friends, brush up on his Arabic, take the temperature of the place. They sat in the living room of Jonas’s small, sparsely furnished flat, ten minutes’ walk from the sea. Naseby moved a chessboard to one side to make space for the cottage pie on the low table between them and then paused, as though he had spotted a clue to the identity of the other player among the pieces. He looked so excited that Jonas didn’t have the heart to tell him it was a thirteen-year-old Bobby Fischer. Naseby had somehow punched a hole with his thumb through the silver foil and he licked his finger clean while looking carefully around him, as if trying to commit to memory the layout of the room. He had already wandered in and out of the bedroom and kitchen, explaining that he had a niece thinking of coming out to study whom he would need to advise on accommodation, rents, that sort of thing. It seemed odd to Jonas that a man so interested in kitchens that he opened all the cupboards would fail to notice that there was no oven.


“She’s thinking of doing something at the American University here,” he said. “It’s a pity that the language school in the mountains where I learned my Arabic closed decades ago. Place called Shimlan, but everyone used to call it the spy school. Heard of it? George Blake was the most celebrated alumnus. Broke out of Wormwood Scrubs in 1966 and fled to Moscow. That’s where they all end up. Even this Snowden chap, funnily enough. Sed quis custodiet ipsos custodes and all that.”


It was hard to tell Naseby’s age. Jonas knew that the school in Shimlan had closed in 1978, meaning that Naseby must be at least in his early sixties, but his plump face and long sweep of red hair made him appear younger. The sun poured through the windows and Naseby’s tennis whites glowed as though stitched from light.


“Thought I’d pop by on a whim, introduce myself. I’ve got a game just around the corner in half an hour, so I won’t stay long.” Jonas didn’t ask how Naseby had come by his address. “Probably worth us starting with first principles, make sure we’re both on the same page. We’re devastated about your father. I can’t begin to imagine how difficult this has been for you. There will be some people who ask whether it was wise for a British civilian with no training to go within a million miles of Syria, humanitarian mission or not, but I’m not one of them. People like your father make the world go round, far as I’m concerned.” Despite sporting a pair of bare legs, Naseby’s manner was businesslike, and Jonas, dressed in a pair of pyjamas worn through at the elbows and missing three buttons, felt that he was on the back foot. He ran a hand through his beard to see whether any food had settled there and found a piece of eggshell from breakfast the day before. “You’ll be keen to see the latest intelligence update,” Naseby said, handing a file to Jonas. “There’s a huge amount of work going on behind the scenes, and I’ve persuaded London to direct even more resources this way. Quite a coup, by the by. This one is different, Jonas. We all understand that. You’re one of the team.”


Jonas flicked through the papers. He had a good memory and processed information quickly; facts clung to him, whether he needed them or not. He could still recall without difficulty the number plate of every car his parents had driven, the names and dates of tenure of the eighteen permanent British representatives to the United Nations, the code names and file numbers of many of the terrorist suspects, numbering in the hundreds, whose files had crossed his desk. But he had to look twice through the papers Naseby had given him because there was nothing there his memory could take hold of, certainly no classified information, just a typed summary of recent press articles, open-source satellite imagery of northern Syria and some stills of the kidnappers taken from an old YouTube clip. He had expected nothing more, but couldn’t help smiling when he saw that Naseby had even included a weather forecast for the next ten days.


“Come now, you understand that I can’t bring you the kitchen sink,” Naseby said. “Telephone numbers, IP addresses, sigint – I know what you’re after. The vetting people in your office have put you on some sort of gardening leave arrangement, as I understand it, which means that your security clearance is a bit up in the air. My hands are tied. The long and short of it, however, is that there’s been some real progress in recent weeks. We believe your father is being held in the Raqqa area by the same group but that certain power shifts within the extremist landscape have changed the mood music significantly. The cognoscenti in Whitehall are very confident of a breakthrough in the next few weeks.”


“What kind of breakthrough?” asked Jonas.


“That the people holding your father will come under the control of more moderate forces within the broader opposition and be persuaded to release their hostages. There are plenty of people out there speaking with a more sensible voice.”


“Without any ransom being paid,” Jonas said.


“You know the British government’s policy on that as well as I do. It’s just not going to happen.”


“So they would release him for what – good PR?”


“This is a different kind of conflict, Jonas. These nut-jobs are all over the internet. Did you know that the Shabaab have a Twitter account? Christ, can you imagine the mujahideen running round Afghanistan in the 1980s stopping to update their Facebook status? But this global jihad stuff has always been about PR. 9/11 was the biggest PR stunt ever. There is no way that extremists – in the numbers they are now – are going to defeat the West militarily. The only hope they have is to recruit, recruit, recruit, and they do that in the same way that the British army does it, by making slick videos aimed at boys who don’t know what else to do. Be the best you can be: kill the kuffar, but make sure it looks good on film. I don’t know why I’m telling you any of this – you’re supposed to be the bloody expert. Funny thing is, recruitment in my day was the tap on the shoulder. Everybody ridicules it as old hat, but it’s the same system the jihadis use. Tazkiya, they call it. Referencing. You only get in if someone vouches for you. With a bit of luck that’s the only thing we’ve got in common with those chaps who’ve taken your old man.”


As he spoke, Naseby nudged at a dead cockroach on the floor with the toe of his tennis shoe. Jonas knew how the cockroach felt. He had no aptitude for conflict, but understood that he would have to push back, for appearances’ sake. He needed Desmond Naseby for his plan to work. It was important that the report sent back to London – he was under no illusion that Naseby had passed by “on a whim” – did not suggest that Jonas was under control and no cause for further concern. If he had known Naseby was going to pass by he would have prepared the flat. An empty bottle of whisky would have done some of the work, or vodka, even better, with more than one glass. As things stood, however, he was going to have to raise the temperature if he hoped to leave a dent in Naseby’s self-satisfied veneer. The problem was that he found it difficult to fault anyone’s position in this matter. He could see the logic in the British government’s policy of not paying ransoms, and more than anything he envied Naseby that blithe confidence which allowed him to assure a person in Jonas’s position that he was doing his utmost while on his way to a tennis match. He even felt some admiration for the kidnappers, young men so committed to their beliefs that they had left home and travelled to a foreign country where they might die. At times he felt more than admiration for them. He felt kinship, as someone also pursued by his own government, as someone also likely to die in a foreign country.


Jonas’s father had been part of a church delegation visiting Syria to offer support to Christian communities being targeted – their churches demolished, their leaders killed, their members forcibly converted to Islam – by ISIS and the other extremist groups that together controlled most of northern Syria. The Syrian government had welcomed the idea, which presented an opportunity to highlight the barbaric nature of elements within the opposition, and the British Foreign Office had reluctantly approved – or agreed not to oppose – the visit on condition the group did not travel beyond Damascus or allow itself to be manoeuvred into making public statements in support of the regime. The schedule had been the subject of protracted negotiations. The final version included visits to one church of each of the main denominations, a tour of the Umayyad Mosque, a meeting with the minister for religious endowment and a public statement against attacks on Christians made alongside a handful of pro-regime Islamic clerics.


Jonas often thought about the hour he had spent with his father the day before he flew to Damascus. In the six months since he had last been home, his father had celebrated his seventy-fifth birthday. Each time Jonas saw him he seemed to have aged. He was sure that hadn’t been the case when he was in his sixties. Everything is supposed to slow down when you get to that age, he thought, except, it turns out, ageing itself, which speeds up, as though spotting the finish line. On that day he had grown impatient with his father’s slow pace of packing. He liked to refer to the list he had drawn up as a young man and kept taped to the inside of his diary. Shaving kit, wash bag, comb, radio. Jonas felt obliged to dispense second-hand security advice as he sat and watched his father pack. Don’t allow yourself to be separated from the rest of the group or your minders. Hang the “do not disturb” sign in Arabic rather than English so people passing your room don’t realize there is a foreigner staying there. Make sure you have walked the route to the nearest stairwell. Jonas told him about a colleague, somewhere in Africa, who had evaded a group of gunmen searching his hotel by making up the room so that it looked unoccupied and hiding in the wardrobe. His father placed a pencil tick beside each item as it went into his old brown suitcase: pyjamas, underpants, vests, handkerchiefs. They argued about something unimportant, as they always did, and Jonas left early.


Don’t allow yourself to be separated from the rest of the group. Jonas had in mind when he said this that someone might invite his father to a meeting on his own or try to get him into a different vehicle. He certainly didn’t imagine that his father would come down from his hotel room one evening wearing blue trousers and a white, short-sleeved shirt, ask the concierge to mark a good local restaurant on a street map and set off towards the old city on foot. It had proved difficult to establish the events of the evening beyond that. Intelligence channels had yielded nothing: there was no functioning liaison relationship with the Syrians. He only knew what his father had been wearing that day because his suitcase had been returned to the UK via the embassy. Jonas had gone through its contents, checking them off against the list taped to the inside of the diary. Suspicion was voiced in some quarters that the Syrian government had allowed it to happen, or even that they had facilitated it in some way, to elicit international condemnation of the more extreme opposition groups. Good PR, Naseby would have said. Jonas didn’t know if this was true. In any case, it would have been pointless to blame the Syrian government. He had tried to blame his father for being reckless, but found that he couldn’t do that either. He could only feel admiration for the spirit of adventure, undiminished by age, that had led a father to ignore a son’s advice, leave the confines of his hotel and wander out into a warm Damascus evening. He wasn’t seen for seven days after that. Then one morning he appeared in a grainy online photograph wearing a blindfold and with his hands tied behind his back. They had dressed him in an orange jumpsuit that hung pitifully off his stooped, thin frame. He looked older than ever, Jonas thought.


A demand for ten million dollars was made within a week. In the statement posted on YouTube, the kidnappers described Jonas’s father as an official representative of the Church in the UK and claimed he had been in Damascus to offer its support for the Assad regime. In justifying the sum, they said that the Church had billions of pounds invested in hedge funds, oil companies and UK government bonds, making it complicit in atrocities carried out against Muslims around the world. “Its leader lives in a palace,” said their spokesman in a London accent.


Most species alter very little over the course of their history except for rare periods of rapid and significant evolutionary change – a process called punctuated equilibrium. Jonas felt this term could be applied equally well to his personal and professional decline. He sat calmly through at least a dozen meetings on the operational strategy, meetings he had only been invited to attend as a courtesy, before, in the same week, drinking six pints of beer and throwing up in a Hyde Park flower bed, smoking his first cigarette, forgetting to get off at his Tube stop on three separate occasions and refusing to leave the director general’s outer office until he had been allowed to present him with a list of fourteen missed opportunities and strategic errors. In his ordered world it was what passed for extreme behaviour.


He was struck for the first time by how much time and energy a large organization could use up maintaining itself, informing itself, having arguments with itself, ensuring its different parts were joined up, as though his father’s disappearance was a vast dot-to-dot that could be solved by connecting every conceivable part of the intelligence world by email, telegram or secure telephone. He did not exempt himself from this judgement. He had played his part, over the course of eight years and almost six hundred cautiously worded reports, in spinning the wheels of the intelligence cycle, like one of those exercise bikes that goes nowhere. It was difficult to put a finger on any one thing he had done to make a difference. Outcomes, they called them these days. He had never recruited a disillusioned terrorist, he had never planted an eavesdropping device in a Belfast tenement. What had he done, then, on any given day? Printed armfuls of raw intelligence, mostly, in the form of liaison reports, agent debriefs, intercepted communications, satellite imagery and surveillance logs, turned his back on the unimaginable chaos of an open-plan office and retreated to a tiny room off the back stairwell where the cleaners stored their carts at the end of a working day. He would dust off the chair, turn it to face the reinforced window and read at his own pace, without the distraction of other people and the way they made him feel. He was away from his desk so much that he would have got a reputation for being lazy if he hadn’t been able to recall at will file references, dates, names, addresses and telephone numbers, if he hadn’t been able to see those connections that other people missed between a website visited six months ago and an item of clothing worn by an unidentified male pictured in a CCTV still. Instead he got a reputation for being either aloof or shy, depending on who you asked, for refusing invitations to the pub, for stammering when asked to speak before an audience of more than five people, for wearing suits and ties when others wore jeans. Unlike now, he thought, when nothing fit him properly any more, when he selected his outfit each morning from a dirty pile of clothes in the corner of the bedroom.


And then, over the course of a few days and within a week of his thirty-fifth birthday, Jonas’s career effectively came to an end. On the Monday he approached the Church of England’s director of security on the street and offered to arrange for the clandestine payment of the ransom without the knowledge of the British government, and on the Tuesday he was called before MI5’s director of personnel and told that a situation could not be tolerated in which an employee was acting in direct contravention of government policy. He was not dismissed; he had been a loyal employee for eight years, and everyone he worked with felt genuine sympathy for his situation. Unpaid Special Leave, they called it.


Jonas left the office for the last time carrying a few personal possessions in an old briefcase. He wandered around with no idea where he was until darkness fell. Through the dirty glass of the telephone box he could still see the Thames, and beyond it his old office, as he dialled from memory the eight Syrian mobile numbers used by the kidnappers in recent weeks. None of them were still in use. He would have offered them anything to get his father back, he would have offered them all the money in the world.


There were reasons, certainly, for what Jonas had by that point already done, for what he would go on to do. That he couldn’t bear to see his mother suffer so terribly, that he wanted one last chance to make things right with his father. The Behavioural Science Unit consulted widely among academics and practitioners and concluded, months after it was all over, that Jonas had been suffering from PTSD, noting “the persistent and profound effect of violent imagery, coupled with complex and unexplored feelings of grief and anger, upon an individual lacking a strong and supportive social network and characterized by avoidant personality disorder”. Jonas himself felt differently, not that he ever read the unit’s report. Rational by nature and trained to attach importance to facts, he experienced the change within himself as a wildfire, as a puzzle with no edges, as a cracked plate, as an army of tiny flowers disrupting the placid streets of England.


Naseby was still talking.


“Frankly, Jonas, no one in HQ understands why you’re here. I get it, though. You might have been writing intelligence assessments for Whitehall for the last however many years, but beneath that placid surface beats the heart of a field man, an operator – like me. You can’t stand to be cooped up. Smell of the sea, bustle of the bazaars.”


“Thwack of the tennis racket,” said Jonas.


“Why not Turkey, though, eh? That’s what I can’t work out. Turkey’s where the freelance security chaps are based, where the jihadis come and go. But you’ve chosen to come here because you like hummus.”


“I’m here as a private citizen. I’m not entitled to your secrets, you’re not entitled to mine.”


Naseby looked unperturbed, as though this was all in a day’s work. Jonas had to do more. He threw the file into the air and watched the papers come loose mid-flight and settle on the floor, on the cottage pie, on the chessboard, surrendering the king in the process. He had never done anything so aggressive before. He felt mildly heroic. There’s another way of being, he suddenly realized; things can be different. “I’d be happy to look up the weather forecast for you, though, if that would help,” he added.


The cockroach came to life and scurried away from Naseby’s shoe. He looked around him at the scattered papers, sighed and said, “Look, Jonas, no need to be a prick about it. I’ll be frank with you. There are two issues. Firstly, on the human level, whether you like it or not, people are worried about you. This isn’t London. Plenty of fish swimming in this sea and some of them have teeth. Secondly, everyone’s in a state because of that Snowden chap. It’s opened our eyes to how much damage one person can do with a USB stick. The only good thing to come out of it is that we’ve been able to take the moral high ground with the Americans for once. We don’t want to have to tell them about some cock-up of our own, do we now? They want reassurance back in London that we’re not looking at something similar here. You know, Snowden gets pissed off, runs to Hong Kong; you get pissed off, run to Beirut. You haven’t got a couple of Guardian journalists hidden away somewhere, have you?”


“Is that what you were looking for in the kitchen cupboards?” Jonas asked.


Naseby looked out the window. His approach was symptomatic of the confusion in certain parts of government as to how the issue of Jonas should be addressed. They would see his travel to Beirut as a disciplinary issue, certainly. They would expect him – still technically a Crown Servant – to obey orders and stop causing a fuss. But they would also be worried enough about his motives to see him as a target for intelligence collection. It was their job to imagine the worst. They would be trying to measure the scale of the damage that could be done by one person with the right access, and arguing amongst themselves whether that person might be Jonas. Cottage pie and a telling-off: they had decided to throw it all at Jonas and see what landed.


“For your own sake,” Naseby said, “please do not underestimate the seriousness of this matter or the consequences that may follow. Let me spell it out for you. If you are here to exact revenge on the British government for refusing to pay your father’s ransom, be aware that a zero-tolerance approach to such behaviour has been authorized back in London. If you are here to try to get your father released through some unorthodox backchannel, be aware that you may obstruct other things going on and unwittingly make the situation worse. You have neither the training nor the experience for this. The best thing you can do, Jonas? Go back to London and exercise a little patience.”


The cockroach skittered across the silver foil covering the cottage pie and dropped through the hole in its corner. Neither of them moved.


“I appreciate you coming round here to spell things out for me,” Jonas said, forcing himself to look Naseby in the eye. “But I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here until my father is released, or until you come up with a better strategy than waiting for the kidnappers to deradicalize themselves or for my father to die, whichever comes first. I know that you are worried about my loyalty. I don’t know what to say that might put your mind at ease. I’m not entirely sure your mind should be at ease, to be honest. All I can say for certain is that I’m here out of loyalty to my father. Loyalty to a country feels like one of those old myths used to control people that we’re slowly growing out of, like the class system.”


“What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to get him out.”


“They must pay well in your outfit if you’ve got ten million dollars squirrelled away.”


“There are other ways.”


“Other than paying the ransom? What – blow up an airliner for them? Knock off the British ambassador? Or are you planning to sell secrets to the Russians for a spot of cash? You’re living in a fantasy world, Jonas. Do you really think we’re going to stand by and let that happen? Have you completely lost your mind?”


Naseby might have been surprised at how frequently Jonas considered this question. He thought about asking Naseby for his views on the subject; he would have appreciated being able to talk it over with someone. The loss of appetite, the insomnia, the sudden tears – none of it felt normal. The last thing Jonas had said to his father before he left without saying goodbye was that he should avoid at all costs telling anyone in Syria that his son worked for the British government. It troubled him more than he could express that the last words he had exchanged with his father had been selfish ones. He wondered whether the interrogations had been more arduous because he felt obliged to keep his son’s secret, whether they had beaten him to get at the truth after he stumbled over an answer. In the most recent video released by the kidnappers his father had been made to read aloud a statement condemning the British government. There were bruises on his face and he held his arm at an awkward angle. His hair was neat, though; Jonas had noticed that a comb was not among the items returned by the Syrian authorities.


“You must be keeping your tennis partner waiting,” he said.


Jonas smoked a cigarette on the balcony and watched Naseby stride down the road, throwing his keys into the air and catching them. There were empty parking places across from the building but Naseby had left his car around the corner. No need to expose your car unnecessarily to the enemy. By the time he was finishing his cigarette, though, Jonas saw Naseby’s red hair behind the wheel of a nondescript Audi without diplomatic plates that sped past his building. Undone by the one-way system, thought Jonas, and he waved.
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