

[image: Cover]




Joseph Clyde


 


The China Maze







http://www.gibsonsquare.com


Printed ISBN: 9781783341368


Ebook ISBN: 9781783341375


E-book production made by Booqla


Published by Gibson Square


Copyright © 2017 by Gibson Square







Brief description


 








"Riveting.", Jung Chang, author of Wild Swans






A bloody insurrection in China’s turbulent New Silk Road province. The Guoanbu, the counter-intelligence agency, invites MI5 to interrogate a captured British gunrunner. The task falls to Tony Underwood, who finds himself sucked into an investigation into a terrorist spectacular, alongside American and Russian security men.


 


Caught between his duties to a British citizen and the threat of the attack going ahead, Tony becomes lost in a labyrinth of lies and double-dealing. At the same time his discovery of China makes him question his values, and role in the intelligence world.


 


With its insights into historical antagonisms and contemporary China, and atmospheric portrayal of its remote Northwest, which the author knows, The China Maze is a highly original, sophisticated and up-to-the-minute Oriental thriller.


 


A former diplomat in China and government minister, Joseph Clyde writes thrillers based on his knowledge of the intelligence services
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‘So where you gonna hold him?’ Zach Boorstin asked Captain Tang. ‘In the cells?’


‘No more cells. We are full up.’ The Captain cocked his head towards a window of his office in the Public Security Bureau. ‘You can hear why.’


It was seven in the evening and for the fifth night Urumqi was exploding. The difference today was that the low growl of the riots was closer and spiced with gunshots.


‘Never mind, gentlemen’, Tang went on, ‘we have found somewhere for him. We give him special place. We keep it for distinguished guests. Perhaps you would like to see?’


‘We’d be privileged’, said Alyosha Benediktov, his American English perfect except for his Russian accent. ‘Sounds like a special guy all right.’


‘Sure we would.’ Zach, the real American, sprang from his chair. ‘So let’s go!’


Tony Underwood, English and the oldest in the three-man posse of visiting security men, brought up the rear as they followed Tang out of the office, across the corridor to the stairs. The Captain led them to the lift to the ground floor then down winding steps, deep into the basement of the twenty-five storey concrete pile. A slim, short-haired fifty-year-old in a clean-cut western suit, he walked sedately, a hand on the rail, as though this were a ceremonial event, and in a sense it was. There were no precedents for operatives from the FBI, M15 and the Russian FSB visiting a Category One prisoner in a jail in Xinjiang province, any more than there was a precedent for the captive.


The lower they descended the stronger the smell of the day’s food cycle – boiled mutton, rancid dough, shit – everything overlaid by the stench of stale tobacco. Guards with T65 assault rifles, unwieldy-looking in the tight space, stood on every landing. Seeing the visitors approach one of them stubbed out his cigarette and, snatching up his gun, looked listlessly alert. After Tony had passed another spat noisily into a spittoon. At the hawk and the splat Tony started round. Puzzled at the foreigner’s interest in his expectoration the man stared back, summoned more mucus and, an eye still on him, spat again.


Hearing the Englishman’s steps falter Alyosha, the Russian, turned, saw what had happened, and laughed.


‘Take it easy, Tony. No offence meant. This is China!’


Four levels down, leaving behind galleries of cells packed with captive rioters, they came to the lowest floor. Passing through a heavy steel door – when it closed it was suddenly quiet – they continued along a corridor into a room big enough, just, for the four of them. After closing the door Tang drew back a curtain the length of one wall. Behind were bars protecting a sheet of one-way glass.


‘Here is prisoner’, the Chinese said with a welcoming sweep of his hand, his formality out of place in the cramped, chilled space. ‘Please look.’


The three of them did, intently and in silence. The minutes passed. Someone had to go first. It wouldn’t be Tony, never a big talker, and for all the respect due to his age in some undefined way the junior of the group. The Russian seemed too engrossed by the tableau in the cell to say anything, so the first to speak was garrulous Zach.


‘So there he is, the rare specimen in his cage!’ The American drew a slim camera from his hip pocket. ‘Mind if we take pictures?’


Tang seemed to blanch.


‘I do not think it will work. The glass may not allow it. We have camera inside. We can give you pictures. Everyone.’


‘Well, thanks.’


Zach had the camera ready cocked, an eye to the viewfinder, and put it away reluctantly, as if re-holstering a weapon.


‘Funny thing’, he mused, still staring. ‘He’s young, but sitting there scribbling he looks like some kinda scholar. An old-time scholar in his pyjama suit.’ He stared on. ‘See the way he holds up his pen, looking for – what’s it the French call it?’


‘Le mot juste’, the multilingual Russian supplied. ‘The right word.’


‘You got it. Fastidious guy. Always the way, isn’t it? Fucking mass murderer and fastidious with it.’


‘We don’t actually know whether he’s killed anyone’, Tony murmured.


‘Now it’s you being fastidious!’ Zach gave Tony’s grey-suited back a light slap. ‘Maybe we can’t prove it, but there’s a point where you gotta stop drawing a line between action and intent. You’re in on the jihad game, you are a mass murderer, whether you get to do it or not.’


His eyes went back, greedily, to the cell.


‘Hey, look at that! Way he smoothes his parting with his middle finger – he just did it. Not that you left him too much to smooth, Captain. Great barber’s job. Preens what’s left like a cat.’


The cell they were inspecting was a low-ceilinged room eight feet by twelve. A table and chair, a rattan mattress on a fixed wooden bed, a toilet and a sink filled the space. Luxuries for the Captain’s special guests included a green desk lamp and – incongruous among the Spartan furniture – the pink fluffy cover the lavatory seat had somehow acquired.


‘Love his facilities’, Zach grinned at Tang.


‘Facilities?’


‘Toilet.’


‘It was left by an English man’, the Captain explained, unsmiling. ‘A smuggler of antiquities. It took many months to get expert opinions and arrange trial, so we accommodated him here. His mother sent the cover.’ He looked round at their faces. ‘Now you have seen our prisoner it would be interesting to know what race you think he is. You, Mr Underwood, I believe you know already. But Mr Boorstin and Colonel Benediktov, where do you think he is from?’


The man at the table was in his mid-to-late twenties. Dark hair close-cropped, reading spectacles low on his nose, he was dressed in loose grey pyjamas and canvas shoes. Other than his age it was hard to tell anything about him. Ethnically he seemed indeterminate.


If he hadn’t known, Tony thought, he would never have guessed. Passing him in a London or New York street this man would melt into the background, his skin neither dark nor white, his features regular in the sense of nothing excessive, his eyes maybe Eurasian, maybe not. Their view of him was sideways on and at that angle he appeared to be of Chinese build, though Northern Chinese, tall and lithe. The lamplight was poor, casting shadows, so that certain movements of his head gave his skin a brownish tinge: a Turk perhaps, of light complexion.


The kind of man who doesn’t like to be wrong, for once Zach was taking his time before opining. He’s European he thought, when the prisoner turned further into the light: a dark-haired European, Spanish or Italian. Or maybe southern Russian. A Chechen perhaps, yes Chechen, that would fit. Not that he had met too many Chechens, it was just that you were surprised to see jihadis looking not too different from yourself. Next moment something about the not quite level eyes made him Chinese again. Or a half-caste.


‘Tell you one thing’, he said in a puzzled voice. ‘He’s an immigration officer’s nightmare. Whaddya say, Alyosha?’


The Russian thought, then said slowly: ‘He’s a sort of no-man. A no-man and everyman.’


OK’, Zach said. ‘We give up, we surrender. So what is he?’


‘Ultimately he is a Tungan’, said Tang. ‘Tungan with a bit of Ukrainian.’


‘A what?’ Zach’s brows shot up. ‘Tungans don’t figure on my mental map. Or my terrorist map. Who in hell are Tungans? They from the tundra or something?’


‘They are Chinese Muslims. Not too far from the Uighurs, culturally.’


‘So he’s Uighur.’


‘He claims he is.’


‘So a Uighur by adoption’, Zach persisted, ‘taken on the ethnicity of his customers, along with their religion.’


‘That is right, he has become a mongrel’, Tang said coldly, ‘like a dog.’


‘Careful, Captain!’ Zach grinned. ‘I’m another one. A mongrel Jew. Lucky I don’t bark. So what’s his name again?’


‘His name is Osman. Khalil Osman. His father was a Tungan, his mother was Ukrainian.’


‘A lot of Tungans lived in the old USSR’, the Russian threw in. ‘Central Asia. Kirghizstan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan.’


‘So why’d they leave China?’


As if inviting him to answer Alyosha turned to Tang. The Captain said nothing, declining to explain that it was the revolt and bloody repression of the Tungans in the 1870s that had driven them north, across the Russian frontier. The American filled the silence.


‘So are these Tungan guys Chinese or Uighur?’


‘Those who live in China are citizens of China. In the same way black people in New Orleans are American.’


‘Thing is our black folk are black-coloured. This feller doesn’t look like anything to me. It’s like the joke about the guy on the subway. Somebody asks him whether he’s Jewish and he says no I ain’t, but the guy keeps asking, so in the end he says well if it’s so goddamned important to you OK, so maybe I’m a Jew. Now can I go on reading my paper? So the first guy says, ‘funny, you don’t look Jewish.’


Tang was trying hard, his eyes attentive, his mouth tensed, ready to smile, but it was useless. At the end of the joke his lips were in the same configuration as at the beginning: a small, strained arc of anticipation. Tony and the Russian grinned widely, though out of courtesy to the Chinese neither laughed.


‘So the man was Jewish after all’, Tang said, and laughed, too hard.


‘Forget it, Captain.’ One of Zach’s freely dispensed pats on the shoulder made the Chinese stiffen. ‘I’ll have the same problem when you start telling me Chinese jokes. Which I hope you will over a drink once we’ve nailed our multi-ethnic prisoner, our man for all seasons.’


‘A man for each season?’ Tang raised a brow. ‘Who was that man?’


‘Jesus, there I go again! That’s a tough one. I can’t even remember.’


‘Sir Thomas More’, said Tony. ‘The philosopher beheaded by Henry the Eighth. It was a play.’


‘Wow! You knew that?’


‘Sometimes I go to plays. Or rather my wife takes me.’


Tang glanced from Tony to the Russian with a puzzled look. Zach was back at the window.


‘There he goes, he’s getting up.’


In his excitement he placed his hands on the bars, so for a moment it was as if it was the American inside a cell, gazing out.


Searching still for le mot juste, the prisoner pushed back his chair, got up and began walking. It wasn’t pacing – there was no suggestion of anxiety and three strides would have covered the cell. He just walked, placidly, round and round, eyes down, as if to stimulate his thoughts. The three faces stared harder, as though to divine them.


‘When he’s on his feet he moves like a cat’, Zach pronounced. ‘A stalking cat. Kinda cat who might go for your throat.’


‘No, that’s not a feline motion’, the Russian quibbled. ‘Cats are slinky, insinuating. That’s not him at all. Look at that rigid back. The guy’s stiff with pride.’


Or pain, it occurred to Tony. Examining his movements more closely he decided to stay quiet about two things that struck him: the way the prisoner placed his right foot on the ground, tentatively, to take the weight off it, and the reason for the rigid back. As if to confirm his suspicions Osman stopped in his tracks and put a hand to his spine, grimacing.


Zach was onto it too.


‘Something wrong with his back? And that foot – the right one.’ He took his eyes off the prisoner long enough to smirk at Tang. ‘And something on his cheek. The right cheek – see it? Looks nasty. A burn, is it?’ He shook his head in mock condolence. ‘Hate to see a murdering man in pain.’


‘He is fine. The prisoner is fine’, Tang said.


Zach wasn’t giving up.


‘Looks a little whacked, don’t he? Late night, was it?’ He gave Tang the closest thing to a wink. ‘Hope you got something out of it. If you did do me a favour, Captain, could you?’ The American plugged his ears and closed his eyes, grinning. ‘For Christ’s sake don’t tell me! Otherwise I’ll be up before some congressional committee on a charge of rendition, complicity in torture and generally infringing a cutthroat’s inalienable human rights.’


Tony and the Russian watched Tang’s face for his reaction. There was nothing to see.


‘I have not seen him since two days ago, when he was well.’


‘Oh come on, Captain, I didn’t mean you personally.’ Zach touched Tang’s arm, confidentially. In return the Chinese gave the American a set, silent look, though to Tony there seemed a lot in it. OK, he seemed to be saying, we have different styles of interrogation, I’m not going to deny it. Or argue about whether our methods are worse or better than your hypocrisy.


The silence became awkward.


‘What I meant’, Zach said, rowing back splashily, ‘was that the main thing is we’ve got him. Catching him was an intelligence coup that’ll bring us all a whole lot of information on this corner of the world, and I’d like to convey my congratulations to the Chinese authorities formally, from the FBI. And to you personally, Captain Tang.’


‘I second that, from M15’, Tony said.


‘And the Federal Security Bureau,’ Alyosha came in.


The courtesies accomplished, everyone turned back to the cell, where Osman had sat down again.


‘What’s that he’s writing?’, Alyosha asked.


‘I don’t know. Something for his lawyer, perhaps.’


‘He has his own lawyer?’ Zach grinned, back to his sardonic self.


‘Yes, his own lawyer. That is to say, ours. He didn’t want one but we gave him one. A prisoner has to have lawyer. It is our system.’


‘But if he’s yours, and he didn’t want one, why does he bother writing to him?’


‘He asked for paper and we gave it to him. He writes about many things, literary things sometimes. He writes down poetry, from memory. He has been well educated. In England.’


Tony spread his hands in a ‘What can you do?’ gesture.


The prisoner, he was thinking, must have known someone might be there – why else would there be all that glass? – and it showed in his behaviour. It seemed unnatural, the way he sat and walked about the room without a glance, determined perhaps to avoid dignifying whoever might be watching with a glance in their direction. At the same time there seemed a certain self-consciousness in his manner, and next moment he showed it.


‘Whoa’, Zach said. ‘Maybe we should turn our backs, gentlemen!’


Osman was standing over the toilet, lifting the fluffy lid. A hand on his fly, with the other he reached back to the lamp suddenly, trying to turn it off at its base. It stayed on. In frustration the hand thumped the desk.


The lavatory was to the viewers’ right. To undo his fly he turned his back on them, putting himself at an awkward angle to the bowl. In a practised movement he swivelled his hips just enough to project his stream while guarding his privacy. Then stood with his back to them, tore off a piece of toilet paper and wiped.


Zach was loving it.


‘There you go, what did I tell you! The fastidiousness! Keen as hell to turn innocent folk into body parts but he wipes his prick after a piss! Doesn’t shake it, wipes it!’


‘Zach.’ Tony spoke in a small, dogged voice, ‘I told you, as yet we have no proof.’


‘And there’s no proof it was his prick he just wiped, is there? ’Cos we didn’t see it!’


It was the moment Tony decided not to pull the American back every time fact and speculation became intertwined, because with Zach he would never stop.


He glanced at Tang in a way that suggested maybe they’d seen enough, but the others seemed content to stay on, easing the Englishman aside. His sight obscured, Tony contemplated the back view of his colleagues.


Two good heads of hair, Zach’s dark spread just beginning to go at the crown, Alyosha’s dirty blond mane fuller. Twenty years between him and them, Tony reckoned, minimum. He hadn’t spent too much of his career with foreign colleagues – wasn’t senior enough – but he’d resolved to get on with these two. The way things were going they could be spending a lot of time together.


Zach would be a problem. In his years in counter-terrorism Tony had seen enough of the FBI to expect one of two types: the old-style, bruising loud-mouth or the more recent generation of smart, techie graduates. An evening in Zach’s company – they were staying at the same hotel and had had dinner together the night before – led him to the conclusion that the American was a mixture of the two: a clever-dick motor-mouth capable of behaving like a dick in the alternative sense.


His appearance sharpened the impression. A smallish man, everything about Zach seemed concentrated in his beak-like face. If there were such a thing as a know-it-all nose Zach had one, a perky, upturned affair, a nose that looked as if it had sniffed the way the wind was blowing before anyone else and was mightily pleased about it. The satisfaction of the nose was reflected in his perpetually smiling mouth. He must irritate a lot of people, Tony thought. Maybe that’s why they’d sent him to Urumqi, in the back of beyond.


The Russian he had not encountered before today. Physically he was a less than pleasing specimen. A large, meaty body was topped off by a baby face, round and soft, as if in apology for the brutishness of his frame. But it was a baby with a precocious intelligence. Behind the amused indifference, the small, voracious eyes seemed to be drinking in other folk’s every word and gesture. As someone posted in Xinjiang province the Russian knew Captain Tang already. Maybe why he hadn’t troubled to dress in a suit for their meeting. Although he held the rank of FSB colonel, his open shirt and jeans seemed studiously slobbish.


Seeing the Englishman excluded, courteous as ever the Captain invited him to step closer to the window. Tony shook his head. It wasn’t the first time he’d done it, but there came a point where observing a prisoner surreptitiously was beyond the call of duty.


Zach had an endless patter of questions and Tang went on answering patiently, in his over-precise English. He did it with a touch of satisfaction, even smugness. The prisoner was his catch, and in his undemonstrative way he was enjoying his moment. ‘We are all professionals together’, a read-out of his expression would have said, ‘and we meet at a moment when the world is learning that there are times when we Chinese can be more professional than others.’
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When Captain Tang took it into his head to be present at the interception of a suspect truck on the outskirts of the city the night after the riots began, his colleagues in the police department knew that something unusual was afoot. Previously a military man – it was why everyone called him captain – and now a model bureaucrat at the Guoanbu, the Ministry for State Security, he was known for sticking to his intelligence brief, resisting the temptation to meddle in operational matters, even as an onlooker. This time something about the source of the tip-off on the truck – he wouldn’t say what – had excited his interest, and he was anxious nothing should go wrong.


It was at his insistence that a fair-sized detachment was deployed: twenty-five PAPs, the paramilitary police, were stationed in a narrow lane leading off a main road into a Uighur district in the south of the city. Secreted in one of a row of abandoned houses, their olive green uniforms blending into the shadows of the unlit street, they waited. Their leader, Commander Pei, stood behind the half-open door of the building, wondering why such a force was necessary to intercept a single truck, and aching for a cigarette.


It was a long wait, and several times he’d been on the point of putting two requests to the senior intelligence officer at his side: the first to ask him to observe the no-smoking rule on such occasions, the second to enquire whether he would be kind enough to explain what in hell’s name this crazily overmanned operation was about? He didn’t dare, and it was two hours and several of Tang’s cigarettes later before he learned the answer.


The street was on an incline, the truck heavily laden, and its gears ground noisily as it laboured up the hill towards them. It had rained a little while they waited, and when it hit the bed of nails strewn in its path, with a kind of startled sigh the cumbrous vehicle braked, before skidding to a halt. The PAPs poured from the house silently – orders were to avoid a commotion in a volatile area – and ringed the truck. Thinking the intelligence officer was expecting a truckload of insurgents (it was the only explanation that made sense) the Commander had instructed them to surround the vehicle in double ranks. So there they were, in the semi-darkness, the truck with its two flat front tires marooned in a silent circle, its engine off.


In the cab sat two men: the driver and his baseball-capped companion. Their arrest proceeded with a decorum unusual for the notoriously muscular PAP. The driver – a Kirghiz to judge by his skullcap and curses at his blown-out tires – stepped down quietly into the ring of paramilitaries wielding automatics. Once on the ground he flattened himself against his cab, a hand to his face, the other to his privates, in anticipation of a rifle butt to the head or a boot to the groin. The fact that neither came had a lot to do with Tang’s presence: the Captain, it was rumoured among the PAP and the police, was apt to be a little legalistic in his views on the treatment of prisoners.


The figure in the baseball cap sat on in the truck’s cab, as if all this were no concern of his. Opening his door the Commander signalled up at him to get out. You wenti ma? the man said in Mandarin, looked down nonchalantly, and didn’t budge. ‘What’s the problem?’ Feeling he’d done sufficient to satisfy the Captain’s scruples, the Commander ordered the nearest PAP, in vigorous tones, to fetch him down. Reaching them at that instant Tang stepped between the cab and the brute-faced PAP who was about to oblige. Gesturing up courteously, he invited the driver’s companion to descend.


Shrugging, the man clambered from the cab and stood head down in the street, in such a way that his cap continued to hide his face. A wasted effort: the Captain reached up and removed it. After staring at him for almost a minute he said in English:


‘Yes, there is a problem Mr Osman. A problem with your cargo.’


‘A problem with nuts and raisins?’


‘Please give me the key. And your passport.’


Commander Pei did not understand English. He looked on with interest as with a kind of calculated languor the man pulled them from his jerkin pocket. Leaving Osman amidst a semi-circle of raised weapons Captain and Commander went to the rear of the truck and ordered it opened. Inside were no insurgents, in fact no one at all, only stack after stack of wooden cases. One and a half metres long by half a metre wide, each was labelled in fancy Chinese characters: Nuts and Raisins, Sunshine brand.


The Commander searched the Captain’s face for signs of disappointment, but nothing showed: the expression of quiet resolution had not changed. A curt signal invited a PAP to bring one of the boxes to him and tear it open. The man climbed up, humped one down and, wielding his bayonet, prised off the lid. Nuts and raisins, packed in plastic bags. ‘Probe underneath’, Tang instructed. With a stabbing, raking motion that tore open some of the bags, the PAP did. Nuts and raisins.


‘Bring down another case, from the bottom this time.’


Another was carried down, opened, probed, and after an impatient gesture from Tang, emptied onto the street. The same. More cases were brought and opened, the contents spilling into the road till the fellows doing the work were ankle deep in nuts and raisins.


Unhappier now with every case, Tang wouldn’t let up. The Commander had respect for the Captain, and to avoid being a witness to his humiliation found a compelling reason to go to the front of the truck, check that Osman was secure. It was when he returned that he saw the Captain standing among the scattered boxes, a freshly opened case at his feet, a lightweight sub-machine gun in his hands, and a smile on his face as he chewed contentedly on a nut.






*






Riots in the town of Yining close to the old Soviet frontier, incendiary bombs lobbed at police stations, an attempt to bring down planes before the 2008 Olympics, the 2009 uprising in Urumqi, another attempted high-jacking of a plane in 2012 by a terrorist on crutches, an attack with knives at a train station in Kunming and a car bomb in Tiananmen Square – Uighur attacks were growing in frequency and viciousness. The Commander had been involved in many, but it was in the 2009 riots that he had seen things he would not forget.


Hundreds died, but to this day he was unsure what had started the slaughter. A website claimed that migrant Uighurs working in Guangdong province had been set upon for raping Han girls, and true or false that had been enough. A spark can start a prairie fire, Chairman Mao used to say, hatreds in the province were tinder dry, and next thing his men were confronting thousands of young Muslims on the streets. ‘Social garbage’ was their official designation, though Pei didn’t like that kind of talk: to him they looked like students, though these were fine distinctions. The Commander was a patriot and seeing his Han brothers set upon with iron bars, bricks or knives, he waded willingly into the ‘garbage.’


And so did his Han brothers. Bands of them armed with clubs and machetes swarmed the streets looking for Uighurs, as what had begun as a rowdy demonstration degenerated into a contest of barbarity: bludgeoned faces, throats slashed, castrations. Things got so bad there’d been rumours of decapitations, even if no heads separated from bodies had been located, but the Commander had seen something worse. The image he had trouble putting out of his mind was of a Han boy, a car mechanic, sprawled on his back in a garage, his entrails arranged on the ground beside him in a rough approximation of the Chinese character for Uighur.


Composing himself enough to order that on no account should the body be photographed (if it leaked the retribution of the Hans would be appalling) he left the garage quickly. Now he’d seen everything, the Commander thought, but he’d been wrong. Till today knives, bricks, and iron bars had been the Uighurs’ favoured weapons. A truckload of pistols and sub-machine guns destined for the insurgents promised an even higher pile of corpses.






*






Captain Tang, on the other hand, appeared pleased with his find. ‘Thirty-six cases’, he announced, consulting his tally, ‘plus ammunition.’


‘And they’re ours’, the Commander said in a flat, contemplative voice, picking up a sub-machine gun. ‘Chinese-made. Type 79. They are good weapons.’


‘Which is why we export them. They even reach the Taliban, via Iran. And that’s how they came back here, I would imagine.’


He walked back along the side of the truck to the cab. Reaching Osman he stood before him.


‘It’s as I said. Your cargo raises questions.’


As he spoke he took out a cigarette and, the packet still in his hand, flipped on a lighter. The flame went out. While he re-ignited it Osman said, ‘may I?’, stretched a hand to the packet and helped himself to a cigarette. Then, as Tang stood frozen, to a light. While he drew in smoke and exhaled the Captain watched, silently. The cigarette was half-way to his lips for a second drag when, after a nod in his direction, a paramilitary reached out a black-gloved hand, crushed it against his cheek and held it there, extinguishing the cigarette in the process.


Taking a slow draught on his own the Captain walked off, leaving Osman with a hand clamped to the burn on his cheek and surprise in his eyes.
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The reason for Tony’s diffidence towards to his Russian and American colleagues was not that he felt standoffish, just that diffidence was his style. That and a feeling he was something of an interloper among these representatives of three big powers. A hundred and fifty years ago, he’d learned from his hurried reading before coming, it would have been a different matter.


He’d never been too clear what the Great Game had been about, but now he knew. The British and Russian empires had faced each other across a waste of deserts and mountain ranges, with India as the prize. The British had it, Moscow wanted it, and for years the Russians had played the game with stealthy moves: ‘the Tournament of Shadows’ was their name for it. In the event neither side was to win: after World War II India ended up with independence and Xinjiang with Red China. Today the Great Game was jihadism and everyone was a player, though in the Central Asia of today Zach’s and Alyosha’s countries were bigger players than his.


Not that he deferred to them in other ways; he hadn’t spent a lifetime in the security services for nothing. The IRA, Soviet espionage, Islamist terrorism – all of these and more he had worked on for as long as he could remember. At a modest level, it was true, but it added up to almost forty years of solid, boots-on-the ground experience. Real boots when he’d started.


Two years ago, after decades of dutiful service, it had looked as though his career was about to end in the obscurity in which it began, and it was the Islamists who’d saved him. In the security fraternity the role he’d played in a major counter-terrorist operation had given the 58-year-old veteran something of a name. The first thing the American said when they shook hands in the hotel lobby the night before had given the unassuming Englishman a jolt of pleasure:


‘Tony Underwood! Great to see you! You’re the Safia guy, right?’


And he was: the lowly M15 operative who by a one in a million chance was the key player in the investigation of one of the biggest terrorist plots mounted in Britain. Safia was a Muslim girl who’d gone on trial for aiding and abetting her brothers in an Al Qaeda dirty bombing, and it was Tony who’d brought her in. The Americans and Europeans were clamouring for details of the case, which meant that the M15 underling found himself briefing the FBI, the DST in Paris, the BfV in Berlin, and the anti-terrorist department of the Russian FSB.


‘That was some case you cracked’, Zach had told him over dinner.


‘Bit of luck, really.’


And so it had been, for Tony and the country.


‘Heard somewhere that you’d retired. Gone out in a blaze of glory.’


‘Don’t you believe it. All I got was a lengthened sentence.’


‘Meaning?’


‘They kept me on.’


‘So what you been doing since?’


‘Oh, you know, this and that, here and there.’


This was not quite the truth. The service had kept him on because, with his horror of retirement, Tony had asked them to, and because his performance in the Safia case made it hard for his bosses to refuse. So Tony got his wish and stayed. The question was, what to do with him? It was the Chinese, of all people, who’d solved the problem.






*






When another bout of rioting broke out in Urumqi someone in the Guoanbu had a brainwave. Instead of closing the place to foreigners for the duration the Chinese decided to open it up, and not just to the press: the FBI and M15 were formally invited to send their people (the FSB had Colonel Benediktov in Urumqi already). The idea was for their Western counterparts to see for themselves the scale of the insurgency – and to be fed the Chinese line about what was behind it.


Grinding the Uighurs’ faces into the sand over many a decade was the explanation favored by Western intelligence agencies, but the Guoanbu view was different: to their eyes the uprising was evidence of a brazen new jihadi thrust into the Central Asian heartland. For them the Islamist assault on Xinjiang was part of a war against the East as well as the West, first by Al Qaeda then by ISIS, and the West should be made to care.


Not knowing where Urumqi or Xinjiang province might be, let alone anything about Uighurs, Tony was hardly the obvious man for the job. But then M15 was up to its ears in domestic matters – the fall-out from the Syrian, Libyan, Afghan, Pakistani and Somali emergencies – and specialists on Central Asia were thin on the ground. So it was that Beijing was informed that M15 were grateful for the invitation to see the situation in the province for themselves, and were pleased to inform the Chinese People’s Republic that Mr Anthony Underwood, a senior figure in the service (which wasn’t true) who as a long-serving officer had distinguished himself in a major Islamist counter-terrorist incident (which was), would be their representative.


Tony had been consulted, but needed no time to think it over. Happy to escape the routine, pre-retirement tasks he had been assigned, not to speak of family problems (he had a wife and daughter and there were troubles with both), he saw no objection to decamping to the other side of the world at short notice, or to the prospect of a few weeks’ swanning in a warm climate. He’d never set foot further East than Moscow and a visit to a remote and exotic corner of China would fit the bill nicely.


Only when M15’s personal envoy to Xinjiang province was squeezing himself into his economy seat for the seventeen hour flight to Urumqi via Beijing (he’d tried to upgrade to business class, with no joy – his modest rank again), wondering how the tight, anti-thrombosis stockings his wife had insisted he wear for the trip could do anything except make a blocked vein more likely, did the agency learn that the mission had changed, and that it had sent the wrong man.






*






In the arrival hall of Beijing International Airport a loudspeaker paged Mi-s-teh An-teh-ni An-de-woo, travelling to Urumqi, several times in English and Mandarin, so advertising to the Chinese nation the arrival of the M15 man in what seemed to Tony menacingly precise tones. Go at once to information desk for message, the announcer instructed, in a voice suggesting he’d be in trouble if he didn’t show up, pronto. So much for the anonymity the Guoanbu had guaranteed.


The girl at the information desk gave him a number to call. It turned out to be Edward Collinson, a First Secretary at the British Embassy and the security liaison man accredited to the Chinese government. Collinson sounded harassed. Something had arisen that Tony needed to know before he continued his journey, something he’d prefer not to discuss on the phone. When was his onward flight to Urumqi, tonight or tomorrow? In three hours ten minutes, Tony replied. In that case Collinson would come out to the airport to talk, there being no time for Tony to get through the Beijing traffic to the Embassy and back. He’d be there in an hour, and they agreed to meet in the departure lounge, by the bookstall.


For Tony it was a handy rendezvous point. Books, never an important feature in his life, were prominent in his mind at that moment. Before the decision to send him out here his knowledge of modern China was confined to Jung Chang’s Wild Swans, something his wife had insisted he read. Now he was better informed about the place where he was going. In the last few weeks he’d worked his way through a small library of works on Xinjiang and its history: the Silk Road and Marco Polo, the Great Game, Muslim insurrections and blood-drenched massacres.


Then the communist victory in 1949, the flood of Chinese settlers, the Chinese atmospheric nuclear tests at their base in the wilds of Lop Nor, the frantic exploitation of the province’s mining resources, and today the resurrection of the Silk Road to the West, where Urumqi would once again be a major staging post. Oil, gas, coal, uranium, gold – Xinjiang, the size of Western Europe and the place he’d scarcely heard of, had it all.


Waiting for Collinson he scanned the shelves hungrily, but there was nothing; almost everything was in Chinese, and so far as he could see confined to economics and business methods. Familiar figures stared from the covers of translated works: Donald Trump’s gilded mane, the jovial mien of Richard Branson and the golden grin of Warren Buffet – tycoons, self-improvement men, gurus of every sort.


Alongside the bookshelves a DVD was playing of a bow-tied American management type giving a lecture. It had attracted quite a crowd, and for a while Tony watched. The keynote, it seemed, was the importance of self-belief. No lack of that in China, he’d concluded after an hour on the ground of Asia’s busiest and most imposing airport. Go lecture the British.


From briefings by his colleagues at Thames House about Chinese counter-intelligence methods – they seemed to amount to a kind of systematized paranoia – he assumed they would monitor his meeting with Collinson, declared to the Guoanbu or not. To spot his shadow he inspected the throng of men watching the DVD, but soon gave up: in their anonymous suits and ties the whole lot looked like shadows, an entire surveillance team immersed in a course of self-improvement.


Collinson arrived late, still sounding harassed.


‘Sorry to keep you. There’s been a lot happening.’


For some reason Tony had assumed that our Beijing security man would be a portly old China hand his own age, but, not for the first time, he was behind the game. Collinson was in his mid-to-late thirties, thin and academic-looking, from his abstracted manner to his untidy carroty hair and almost wilfully ill-fitting clothes. He ought to have guessed. More and more of his newer colleagues in the service looked to him like adolescent nerds: keen-eyed, tech-friendly young men with degrees in God knew what, or alarmingly self-possessed young women whose paper qualifications tended to be even better.


This one was a Chinese speaker, he noted when Collinson ordered Tony’s beer in the language, appointed no doubt for his linguistic skills. It couldn’t have been for his hair. And not a man who’d spent too much time on the beat as a humble watcher, by the look of him; a three-week course in the latest electronic surveillance techniques, probably, then onwards and upwards to higher things. Not for him Tony’s interminable hours drinking in Irish pubs, loitering around mosques or standing in the rain on some godforsaken industrial estate while a KGB officer with Soviet Trade Delegation cover picked up his consignment of embargoed goods.


Not that he felt resentment at Collinson and his kind; it wasn’t in him, and after his Safia coup he had no need. It was just that in his last years in the job he couldn’t help but reflect on the way the counter-espionage world was going. Wherever you looked human intelligence was giving way to human machines, and the change was not for the better.


His beer ordered (Collinson asked for coffee) the embassy man glanced at his watch:


‘You’ve got a plane to catch, so I’ll be quick. There’s been a change of mission.’


‘Don’t tell me I’m on the next plane home. I don’t think my legs could take it.’


‘Absolutely not.’


Tony scoured the younger man’s face for clues: relieved at the ‘not’ he distrusted the ‘absolutely.’


‘It’s just that it’s developed into something more than a PR function, and there’s a chance it may last longer. Would you be all right with that?’


‘Absolutely.’


In a version tailored for Tony’s consumption Collinson relayed the story. While Tony had been standing in line at security at Heathrow, one hand supporting his beltless trousers, the other removing his shoes (showing his M15 credentials would have been more trouble than it was worth), a Counselor from the Chinese Embassy had requested a meeting with the Deputy Director at Thames House, and delivered an important-looking package.


The contents included pictures of a box-load of sub-machine guns, a photo of a pyjama-clad man sitting at a desk in a cell, his features indistinct but a toilet with a fluffy cover weirdly prominent in the background, and for the DNA people a generous clump of hair (it was dark and curly). Finally there was a photocopy of his passport, made out in London to one Khalil Osman, a 29 year old male with dual British and Kirghiz citizenship.


Handing over his package with a sense of occasion and a satisfied smile, the Counselor explained that Osman had been involved in gun-running in his country, and that his government would be more than happy for the M15 man, currently en route to Xinjiang, to interrogate the newly captured man. At which the Deputy Director smiled in turn: getting access to anyone detained in China could be a gruelling process, especially if there were security considerations, yet here was the Guoanbu offering an invitation. A first, in his experience.


Most grateful, the Deputy Director replied warmly, adding something about the increasingly close cooperation between our two nations in the security field yielding increasingly beneficial results. At which more smiles were exchanged. Reflecting when the diplomat had left on the implications of a British terrorist rotting in a Chinese jail, and its media potential, the Deputy Director’s face swiftly regained its familiar, lugubrious expression.


Presented with the Chinese bag of goodies the technicians did their stuff. The counter-terrorism folk were enthusiastic: Osman they knew of, Osman had form, Osman they would be happy to see interrogated at the earliest opportunity, preferably by one of their senior men experienced in the international field. Who did not include Tony Underwood.


With a lot of shouting into phones and scurrying along corridors it took little more than half an hour to get clearance to pull Tony off the job, in favour of a top man specialising in the Afghan-Pakistani-Central Asia area. And a further three minutes to discover that flight BA352 to Beijing was already taxiing down the runway with Underwood aboard, his contentment marred only by his long and horribly tight black stockings.






*






Tony listened to Collinson’s account, his lower lip protruding glumly. Yet another book on the history of the Silk Road, swallowed whole on his sleepless flight, had whetted his curiosity about the place further, and with plenty of time on his hands (he’d supposed) he’d already been planning forays into the Gobi and Taklamakan deserts. Now it was starting to sound as if there’d be work to do. Interrogation reports, interpreters, liaison with his Russian and American colleagues, secure communication problems – there’d be no end to it.


Collinson pointed to his briefcase.


‘I’ve got a copy of the stuff the Chinese gave us.’


‘Good.’


The embassy man set the case aside.


‘You’re going to let me have it?’


Collinson inclined his head to one side with an apologetic smile. Like this the carrot hair looked even whackier.


‘It’s tricky, security-wise.’


‘But if the Chinese gave them to us, what’s the risk?’


Over-secure security men, more grey matter than common sense. Another problem with the younger folk.


‘Bit convenient for them, isn’t it?’ he grumped.


‘Meaning?’


‘The timing. Just as we and the FBI come to town they lay their hands on an Al Qaeda suspect.’


‘What we thought’, Collinson nodded. ‘On the other hand we’ve done a bit of preliminary work on Osman, and it’s looking persuasive.’


‘The passport’s forged I assume?’


‘Can’t be sure from a copy. We’re asking them for the original but I imagine it’ll take time. Chinese bureaucracy.’


‘So he could be a genuine Brit?’


‘Everything suggests he is.’


‘Christ.’


Tony studied his beer, his spirits not down exactly, but deflating. He could see it all coming: consular issues, human rights to everything under the sun, and the sensationalist reporting in the British press…


‘Have they announced his capture?’


‘No, and they don’t intend to. In China they don’t have to. They’re holding him under emergency legislation, insofar as it matters.’


‘Will it get out? To the media I mean?’


‘Who can say?’


I can, Tony thought. Everything always did. A British subject couldn’t just disappear into Central Asia, and no questions asked: he’d have family, friends, sympathisers. If there was a leak – and there always was – he could see the headline: M15 man interrogates British terrorist in Chinese jail. The thought of it gave him no joy. He wasn’t the kind to relish public attention, or any attention, come to that.


‘It’ll depend on what they – and we – discover’, Collinson went on. ‘The Chinese will want to show the world they were right. That Al Qaeda is active in Xinjiang, and ISIS is on its way, and their Uighur problems are nothing to do with rioting for human rights.’


‘And who exactly is the bastard?’


‘A Central Asian Muslim educated at a British boarding school and London University.’


‘Age?’


‘Twenty-nine, but his importance belies his youth.’


A maxim of modern life, Tony sighed to himself. Prime Ministers, billionaires, now even terrorist bosses seemed the merest striplings. Not to speak of his M15 colleagues.


‘And how and when did they catch him?’


‘Very recently. In medias res, apparently.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Red-handed, with his guns.’


‘How many?’


‘Thirty-six cases.’


‘Doesn’t seem much.’


Play it down, his instincts were telling him, play it down.


‘The Chinese think there’s more of them there already, smuggled in before the riots. And they’re taking it seriously. Trainloads of extra troops are being sent in from Gansu province next door.’


‘They’re worried about a mass revolt?’


‘It’s not so much the numbers – three quarters of Urumqi is Han Chinese after all – it’s that they’ve got their hands on weapons. Hard to do in China, though in Xinjiang, with all those frontiers – Afghanistan included – a matter of time. Anyway that’s how they got Osman.’


‘Just the smuggling?’


‘More, they think. A lot more possibly, the Guoanbu are hinting.’


‘Of what?’


‘Terrorist plots. And there could be a British angle.’


‘And they’re giving us access, promptly. Bit of a turn-up, isn’t it?’


Tony’s tone was rueful, as if he’d rather they didn’t.


‘Can’t recall a precedent. Maybe they think we can reach parts they can’t. Or perhaps it’s political – political and economic. A big chunk of their raw materials comes from Xinjiang, plus it’s the gateway to the New Silk Road the Chinese keep talking about. The biggest and longest trade route the world has seen, from Beijing and Shanghai all the way to Greece or Calais, via Kazakhstan, Pakistan, Afghanistan and so on, complete with integrated rail services. The containers will take two weeks from here to there, but it’ll be a frequent service.


‘And Xinjiang will be key to the whole project. The idea of developing their own Central Asian Texas gives the Chinese an extra incentive to join the war on terror, as we’re no longer allowed to call it. They’re not going to stand by and watch the province turn into a religious battlefield, even if it means cooperating with the West to stop it.’


‘Is that why they’ve got the Americans and the Russians in?’


‘Partly, though there’s an element of reciprocity I suspect. The Americans let them have a crack at the Uighurs they were holding in Guantanamo a few years back, after 9/11, and the Russians are in there because of the Shanghai Cooperation agreement.’


‘Remind me…’


‘Sort of Central Asian NATO, writ small. Cooperation on terrorism and drugs, a few military manoeuvres and suchlike. Russia and China are the chief members.’


‘You say Osman has connections in Kirghizstan. Sorry, my geography’s a bit hazy, but is that –’


‘– one of those ex-Soviet republics no one can remember. North West of Xinjiang, they share a frontier. Lots of mountains, part of the Tian Shan and Pamir systems. Sunni Muslim, Turkic-speaking. Some rioting a few years back between impoverished Kirghiz and minority Uzbeks. And there’s evidence that Al Qaeda’s in there, fishing.’


‘So how did Osman wind up in London?’


‘Molybdenum.’


Tony confined himself to raising a brow. There was a limit to the number of times he could say ‘sorry?’


‘A metal. Used in steel alloys, withstands intense heat. Aircraft parts, electrical contacts, industrial motors.’


‘Got you. And the Osman connection?’


‘His father started out as a mining engineer. Made a killing in molybdenum when the Soviet Union fell apart. The Russians pulled out in 1991 and they privatised the mines. Which is when the mafia came for him. It got so hot Osman senior sold up and took his family and his cash to London.’


‘So our terrorist’s dad’s an oligarch.’


‘Mini-garch. Worth a couple of hundred million or thereabouts, but he plays the same game. He hasn’t bought a football team yet but he’s done the rest. Got himself a piece of Hampstead, put his kids through boarding schools and swapped his wife for a Czech model half his age. And dumped his religion along the way. A classic.’


‘And Osman junior?’


‘Classic reaction. Comes to the UK when he’s eight years old, a smart kid who speaks Chinese and Russian, and soon he’s speaking English better than the natives. Brilliant at school, studies economics because his father wants him to go into business. Gets a first, collects a fancy pad in Chelsea and a million or two by way of reward, so he’s at liberty to live it up. Which he does for a couple of years in the usual way. Then it all goes bad. His dad pushes him to get involved in family investments, instead of which he gets the Islamist bug. Gives up the drink and the girls and goes back to University to study comparative religion.


‘His dad tries to claw back the flat and the money but it’s too late, legally he can’t. So he drops the case and disinherits his boy, who by now is deep into his religious studies. Next thing he’s probing his Muslim roots and getting involved in Islamic politics of the friskier kind. That’s how we got a line on him.’


‘Good source?’


‘Student friend who turned against him. Said that the playboy he used to go clubbing with had turned into a nihilistic, narcissistic, God-struck bastard – those were his words – who was getting in deep.’


‘Nihilism doesn’t usually go along with Islamism.’


‘We don’t know enough about his beliefs to get into points of doctrine. Sounds like the kind of fellow who would want his personal brand. He’s had a troubled background, remember. His dad made him drop his religion when he dropped his, just after he went to prep school. Which was about the time he got rid of his mother. Must have been a difficult time for him.’


‘The heart bleeds.’


‘He’s turned against everything Western, apparently, but he’s clever with it.’ He paused before adding, ‘“An intellectual hatred is the worst”, as they say.’


‘Who says?’


‘W.B. Yeats. The poet.’


‘Ah.’


An intellectual hatred is the worst. Smart folk, in other words, did most damage. Tony liked that, stored it away in his mind. It would join the collection of quotes he’d built up over the years, his substitute for a university degree. Blessed with a good memory, he had a knack of getting things by heart, and while he’d never had time for on-the-job study he was curious about the doctrines that drove his adversaries. During his stint tracking Soviet agents he’d invested in a few lines from Marx and Lenin, and after mugging up on the Muslim faith for his anti-terrorist assignments he could reel off a passage or two from the Koran.


‘And after University?’


‘Did a bit of scribbling. Journalism, reviewing, preparing a book on Central Asia. His great works are still awaited.’


‘And he’s travelled.’


‘Got around under the umbrella of his comparative religious studies. Though the only religions he seemed keen to compare were Islam and Christianity, to the detriment of the latter. Never made it to Syria so far as we know. Seems more interested in his home territory. Spent eighteen months in Central Asia, maybe not all of it doing research.’


‘So the Chinese may be onto something serious. Not just arms smuggling.’


‘I’m sorry to say they may.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Because they’ve cried wolf on Al Qaeda in Xinjiang so often and we’ve scoffed so loudly that it would be one in the eye for us. Particularly as Osman’s British. All we need. We’ve got British Muslims fighting in Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia and Pakistan, British Sri Lankans plotting away there, and now British Central Asians getting at China. Talk about the empire strikes back.’


Collinson’s sigh was unconvincing. The look in his eye suggested something else – that he was privately not unhappy to see the frontline in the terror war shifting eastwards. For a Sinologue, Tony reflected, it would be more scope for bureaucratic empire building.


‘But if it turns out to be no more than a bit of schoolboy exuberance, shipping in a few weapons to rioters, and it’s a one–off, I don’t see that HMG should worry.’


‘Agreed. Except the Chinese are telling us they think our schoolboy’s been trained in the Fergana Valley.’


‘That part of the tribal areas in Pakistan?’


‘No, it’s new ground, further up. Between Kirghizstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. A hideout for jihadis from all three countries. Couldn’t ask for a handier place to do their business. It’s getting on for the size of England, hideously remote, and somewhere the Yanks are not at liberty to use their drones. I’m in touch with the Guoanbu about it – we think there are people up there from Afghanistan too.’


‘So what exactly do the Chinese think?’


‘They think Osman could be involved in setting up a sort of Central Asian Taliban, and that he could be the brains behind an operation in Xinjiang.’


‘And the riots?’


‘Just the beginning. A prelude to something bigger.’


‘Well they’ll find out from him soon enough, won’t they? I mean to judge by what I’ve heard about their interrogation techniques.’


‘They’ll do their best, and he won’t enjoy it. Not something he’ll be prepared for, even after his public school. But there’s a limit to how much they can rough him up. I mean him being British.’


‘Sounds like I’m in for a messy time. At least the locale will be interesting.’


‘Oh yes, no question. I’ve been there on holiday and it’s an evocative part of the world. The deserts, the ruins, the history – though that’s pretty much it. I can’t say that Urumqi itself is much to rhapsodize about. The Chinese settlers are an unattractive bunch. A lot of them were criminals sent there under Mao, as forced labour. Now they’ve been given someone to look down on and it doesn’t bring out the best in people.


‘Not that the Uighurs are that inspiring, though they’re not at the fanatical end of the Muslim spectrum. Historically they had a reputation for jollity, music, dancing girls and the rest, but nowadays they seem a sour bunch. Oppressed and oppressive. And they’re not the only minority. White Russians, Kazaks, Kirghiz, Tadjiks, Uzbeks, Mongols, Tartars – the place is not so much a melting pot, more a cauldron. And one way and another it’s always on the boil.’


‘And they’re throwing me into it.’


‘Don’t worry, you may not be on your own for long. Way things are going Thames House say there may have to be a follow-up visit. Depends how far you get.’


In other words, Tony thought, seeing Collinson lower his eyes, the situation might escalate beyond his rank.


‘By the way, there’s a guy at the table behind you’, Tony said quietly, ‘taking a close interest in our conversation.’


Over his shoulder he indicated a young Chinese a couple of tables away. Without turning Collinson shrugged and smiled.


‘I’m sure he is. Their security people work like clockwork soldiers. Don’t know when to switch it off, and unlike us there’s no shortage of personnel. The intelligence guy handling your visit, by the way, will be Captain Tang.’


‘You know him?’


‘By reputation.’ Collinson leant closer, whispering. ‘One of their bright young things, the young being fifty in China. Liberal side of the fence. Too much so, perhaps, in Beijing’s eyes. We think they’ve given him a demanding assignment to toughen him up. I’ll be interested in your impressions. If he does a good job up there he could go far.’


An announcement came over the Tannoy.


‘That’s your plane.’


‘Before I go, I couldn’t trouble you for a sight of my instructions, could I? I think there’s time.’


‘God I’m sorry. And there’s a brief they telegraphed, for your interrogation.’


Collinson retrieved his briefcase and opened it. Tony held out a hand for the papers. There weren’t any. Instead Collinson took out his computer, and began fiddling.


Ah, the laptop generation. Years ago the tech boys at Thames House had run a computer exam for people of Tony’s generation. The assessment in his case had been to the effect that, technologically speaking, whilst not a child exactly he was an adolescent who showed few signs of maturing. And there things had rested. A series of emergencies, notably the Safia affair, had spared him all manner of improvement courses. When they’d warned him the Internet had been cut off in Xinjiang, content at the thought of being out of touch, he’d left his own machine behind.


Collinson was still fiddling.


‘Paper’s so much easier, don’t you find?’ Tony sighed, ‘plus more secure. You lose it, you’ve lost one item. Leave that thing in a car and you’ve lost the whole show.’


Collinson’s smile was tolerant, as if directed at an infant. Clearing a space between them on the table he turned his laptop to face Tony.


There were half a dozen pages: four on what the Chinese had told them about their catch, the rest angles on the interrogation they wanted him to cover. Tony read quickly, scribbling one-word notes to himself. When he’d finished Collinson said:


‘Communications with Urumqi are intermittent. There seems no logic to when they’re on or off. It’s driving the correspondents and the business people crazy, and you’ll have the same problem. Anything sensitive and we’ll send a courier, or I’ll come out myself.’ More laptop fiddling, then he added. ‘Oh, and you should see these. Background on your American and Russian colleagues.’
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