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TO MY WIFE AND CHILDREN


AMIN

The expert standing on the stage thanked the presenter, signalling an end to the session on solid-fuel propellants. Amin rose to his feet with two hundred other scientists and engineers as the lights came up on the conference floor. The large doors of the ballroom in Singapore’s Pan Pacific Hotel swung open and he moved towards them. As he reached the exit, a ruddy-faced Australian radar engineer approached him. Amin knew John Vaughan from other conferences but, despite the Queenslander’s friendliness, Amin had always kept his distance, trying to limit his social exposure.

‘Shit, mate, did you understand any of that?’ John shook his head. ‘I was a passenger for most of it.’

Amin chuckled. ‘It’s a small club, the rocket world.’

‘Fancy an early beer?’ asked the Aussie. ‘The boys found a bar needs propping up.’

Amin glanced at his watch.

‘Sorry, I have some work to finish in my room.’

He caught the elevator to his room on the eighth floor and secured the interior mechanical bolt. Pulling the curtains, he shut out a view of the marina and fished a disposable cell phone from his wheelie case. It was 1.59 p.m., one minute until his daily call. He assembled the battery and SIM card into the Samsung he’d bought at Changi Airport, and at 2 p.m. Singapore time he selected ‘Dan’—a name in the middle of a contact list of nonsense numbers—and hit the green button.

The phone chirped as the call relayed to the Colonel, the man in charge of Amin’s project section. A silver-haired man with a thick neck who never wore a military uniform, he’d introduced himself the day before Amin turned twenty-six and made his proposal: Use your PhD to help build Pakistan’s missile capability and you’ll be paid more than your peers and work at the highest levels in the best labs. It seemed like a perfect birthday present, even if the trade-off was a profession he couldn’t talk about and a life controlled by Pakistan’s secret intelligence service, the ISI. Not that a government employee could ever ask if they were being overseen by the ISI; persons being controlled by the ISI were not emboldened to ask questions about it. But after working on missile development for six months, some of the engineers told him that his phone and internet were probably monitored, as were his interactions with friends. He considered this a small price to pay. He got to travel, he wore nice suits and expensive watches, and the pay was good—it had taken his father, a senior bureaucrat in the Ministry of Finance, thirty years of service to earn what Amin was making before he was twenty-nine.

It wasn’t until he met Anita that he’d started to question the compromises. Amin had disclosed his relationship with her, as required for classified workers, but the Colonel seemed to know about his new girlfriend already. Amin told his new love that he worked in a university research lab on the outskirts of Rawalpindi, without mentioning what he was actually working on. Anita worked at a classified scientific facility called the MERC, and they came to an unspoken agreement early in their courtship: don’t ask—don’t tell. Perhaps, Amin pondered once after he’d drunk too much wine, the Colonel was relaxed about Anita because he knew they didn’t discuss work? Perhaps he knew, because phone and internet were not all he monitored?

Amin grew increasingly restless with the arrangement. He didn’t like lying to his girlfriend—now wife; he didn’t like it when the Colonel showed him photos of Anita from university, with her Western friends, or when he disclosed that Anita’s father was a secret alcoholic. When Amin tried to push back, the Colonel explained the facts of life: This is not a job you walk away from—but you’d be smart enough to understand this, yes?

Yes, thought Amin as he sat on the hotel bed, waiting for the call to connect with Islamabad. He was smart enough to have worked that out.

‘Amin,’ came the smooth voice of the Colonel, when the call connected. ‘What news?’

Amin was accustomed to these communications. When he travelled he made the same call every day and it usually lasted twenty seconds. Sometimes the Colonel would ask a pointed question about gyroscopic stabilisers or satellite guidance systems. He always asked who had spoken to him and his response.

‘An Australian engineer, John Vaughan,’ said Amin when the inevitable question was posed. ‘He invited me to go for a drink. I said no.’

As the Colonel ended the call, Amin’s iPhone began to buzz along the desktop. He’d switched it to vibrate in the seminar, and now it just rattled on the wood veneer. He checked the caller ID; it was Anita.

‘Hello, my love,’ he said, happy to hear from her. Since marrying, he was prone to homesickness.

‘Amin, you have to come home,’ she said. ‘Please! It’s urgent.’

‘Slow down. What’s happening?’

‘It’s Mama—she’s sick,’ said Anita. He could hear the fear in her voice now. Amin’s mother-in-law was a healthy woman; any sign of ill health would be a shock to her family.

‘I’m on the two o’clock flight tomorrow,’ he said. ‘There’s a round table tonight.’

‘No,’ she said desperately. ‘Mama might not make it through the night. We need you here now.’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Amin, sensing panic.

‘There’s a flight from Changi at six,’ said Anita, almost shouting. ‘I’ve emailed you a ticket. You cannot miss that flight, Amin.’

Amin frowned. Anita was a scholarship science student who completed her PhD in Britain before joining the best scientists in Pakistan at the MERC. She didn’t yell, she wasn’t easily flustered—and she was very, very careful with money. She didn’t just pay for an earlier flight when her husband was already booked on one courtesy of the government. Amin knew something very serious was driving this conversation. He looked at his watch. ‘I’ll try to make the flight. Don’t worry.’

‘Don’t just try,’ she snapped. ‘Do it! I need you here.’ She hung up.

Amin had never heard her like this before. He opened his laptop, retrieved his e-ticket from Anita’s email and clicked the option to have it sent to his phone. It was now 2.10 p.m. Then he opened his ProtonMail account and saw a new email in the inbox from Marcus Aubrac. It said: Meet for a drink?

Aubrac was a French aerospace consultant whom he’d first met in Vienna, at a conference like this one. Amin remembered it well. It was held in a grand old hotel that had been modernised while still retaining its imperial aura. They’d bumped into one another at the breakfast buffet, exchanged pleasantries and shared a table. More conferences, a few drinks at the bars, with Marcus never asking for anything. In fact, it had been the Frenchman dropping tidbits about Israeli guidance systems and Russian quantum computing in their missile defence. Amin liked Marcus’s worldly grasp of missile technology—plus they had fatherhood in common. Amin must have talked too longingly about the advantages of raising his son Javed in Europe, because one afternoon, at a bar in Brussels, Marcus asked him outright what he’d be prepared to do to have a new life in Paris. It had been one of those precipice moments. After a long silence, Amin had finally said, ‘I gather this is not a hypothetical question?’

Marcus replied that he worked for the French government, and he was in a position to offer a pathway for Amin and his family to gain French citizenship and new identities.

‘And what does France want in return?’ Amin asked.

The answer was updates on his missile development and any collateral he might be privy to.

Over the next two weeks they’d worked out a deal, down to timelines, possible employment opportunities in Paris and the safety of Anita’s and Amin’s extended families. They organised a meeting schedule, always at an international conference and always on the afternoon of the final day. Aubrac had advised him to use a burner phone, to use an encrypted email service such as ProtonMail, and explained how to wipe the history on his laptop—always seven times—to avoid having his ProtonMail discovered by the snoops at Amin’s lab.

They became close, swapping tales of wives and children, work pressures and the eternal annoyance of politics. Amin assumed Aubrac wasn’t Marcus’s real name, but the details of his life—even if disguised by false names—rang true. There was something magnetic about the Frenchman—aged in his mid-thirties, he was handsome, with a lightly tanned face and sandy hair. His well-cut suit hinted at an athletic build, and although he was over six foot tall his movements were those of a more compact man. If Amin had seen Marcus in a public place he’d have assessed him as a professional tennis player dressed for an office job.

Now Amin looked away from Aubrac’s email; he keyed a number on his burner phone and sent a text to the number provided in the email. The Frenchman responded quickly with his own text: Queen’s Inglish pub, two-thirty.

Amin shut down the ProtonMail site, wiped his history and collapsed on the bed. His stomach was clenched like a fist; his pulse banged in his temples. Something was very wrong.

Aubrac had taught him some basic hygiene habits to avoid detection by the Pakistani secret services. First and foremost was to remain calm and never behave like a man who thinks he’s being followed, so for a few minutes he just stared at the ceiling, breathing slowly through his nose, until the jitters had passed. Then he rose and packed his wheelie suitcase, grabbed his blazer and headed for the elevators with his suitcase.

He walked into the pub, one block south-east of the Pan Pacific, just before two-thirty and went to the end of the bar. There were twenty other customers in the pub but he couldn’t see Aubrac. That wasn’t unusual—Marcus Aubrac usually entered a meeting place after him. He ordered a lemonade and before it landed on the bar Aubrac arrived, smiling as usual, dressed in a light-grey suit, no tie.

‘Bonjour, Amin,’ said Aubrac, his pale eyes crinkling with affection.

Amin shook the Frenchman’s hand, trying to match his ease.

As they took a table, Amin realised he still didn’t know what to say. He reflected on the deal he had made with Paris—two years’ worth of inside engineering data on the RA’AD II extended-range missile development, and Amin and his family would receive new identities and French passports. He was five months short of the two years, which would have given Javed the greatest gift—to grow up as a citizen in a rich European country. On his walk to the bar he’d toyed with the idea of asking Aubrac for the help of the French secret services. Could they find out what was up with his wife and her family? But he couldn’t bring himself to ask. He worried that telling Aubrac might result in the French cutting ties with him. The French were not known for sentimentality. He would just have to return to Pakistan on the evening flight and see for himself what was going on.

‘I just wanted to let you know I’ve been called back to Pakistan,’ said Amin, mustering a regretful smile. ‘My mother-in-law is very sick. I have to be at Changi in an hour.’

Aubrac looked briefly at his watch. ‘Family first, my friend,’ he said, gesturing to the barmaid for a beer.

Amin noticed a pretty young woman at the bar staring at Aubrac with a gaze that required no interpreter. As usual, Aubrac pretended not to notice.

‘So, you have anything of interest for me?’ asked the Frenchman.

Amin shook his head. ‘The new fuel loads and compositions are locked in for now and the testing engineers take over for a while. I’ll start seeing telemetry in two, maybe three weeks.’

Aubrac nodded. ‘Keep the development and testing teams separate. That’s smart.’

Avoiding eye contact with his friend, Amin stood. Aubrac appeared to hesitate. Amin thought the Frenchman was on the verge of asking if everything was okay, but he merely said, ‘Well, I guess it’s goodbye, Amin.’

‘Yes, my friend,’ said Amin, emotion welling up.

‘I’ll see you at the Paris conference?’

Amin nodded and then he grabbed the Frenchman’s hand in a double grip. ‘Farewell, Marcus.’

They parted with a smile but after two heavy strides, Amin stopped and turned. ‘Adieu, my friend,’ he said to a person who’d been privy to his deepest fears and ambitions and yet had never revealed his own name. The two men looked at each other for a moment longer than was normal, then Amin wheeled his suitcase out into the Singapore sunshine.
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The flight landed at Islamabad International Airport just after 2 a.m. Amin collected his suitcase and headed for the taxi stand, a strange nausea gripping his stomach. He’d brooded on the flight, wondering about Mina, his mother-in-law, and what could have stricken her. There was a lengthy queue outside the bustling airport terminal, and as he took his place behind a sweating businessman, a black Nissan Maxima pulled up in the taxi zone. A man alighted from the passenger seat, large and athletic. Amin knew him as Johnny—one of the Colonel’s staffers.

His stance was threatening but he smiled. ‘The Colonel sent us to pick you up,’ he said, reaching for Amin’s suitcase. ‘Let’s go.’

The driver leaned across and opened the rear door, and Johnny leaped in the back with Amin after depositing the suitcase in the boot. They accelerated into the traffic, the smell of American aftershave thick in the car.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Amin as they left the terminal building. ‘The hospital?’

‘Later,’ said Johnny, lighting a cigarette and cracking his window. ‘The Colonel wants a chat first.’

They motored east, presumably towards Noor Khan, the Pakistan Air Force base that was home to the missile research program and the Colonel’s office. As they closed on the west of Rawalpindi, the driver took an off-ramp and circled under the freeway so they were travelling south and around the outskirts of the sprawling city.

‘I thought we were going to see the Colonel,’ said Amin. ‘He’s not at Noor Khan tonight?’

Johnny shrugged and lit another cigarette. They veered off the main road onto a street with little lighting and a high security fence to the left. The only vehicles visible seemed to be security.

Amin was about to protest that he thought they might be lost, when he saw a security checkpoint in the distance. Now he recognised the street. He’d driven Anita here once, when her car was in the workshop. He’d dropped her at the checkpoint and the guards had called for a golf cart to come down and pick her up. Even with his security clearance, Amin wasn’t allowed in this facility.

Acid churned in his stomach as they swept through the checkpoint. This was not right.

‘Why are we here?’ he asked, craning to scope his environment. ‘This is the MERC, isn’t it?’

Johnny smiled. ‘MERC? I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

They pulled over beside a large white building, and were met by a plainclothes man—ISI, Amin guessed—at the side portico. The man searched Amin before walking him to an elevator. Amin wondered if he was going to faint; he couldn’t seem to get enough air.

‘We going down?’ asked Amin. His throat was dry and he was aware of sweat prickling on his forehead.

Johnny and the ISI man ignored the question.

The elevator stopped at B5. Amin walked out first, and turned right at the guard’s direction. The concrete walls were a pale green, made putrid by the weak fluoro lighting. The corridor smelled of damp and bleach. Behind him, Amin heard a throat clearing, and he turned—the ISI man had his hand on the doorknob of an unmarked room. Amin walked back to him like a man in a dream.

As Amin entered the dimly lit room, two thugs grabbed him, threw him into a steel-framed chair and shackled his ankles and forearms to it.

‘Hey,’ he yelled, struggling, but he knew the truth—he was going nowhere.

He looked around as he tested the straps on his arms. The room smelled of industrial cleaning fluids and cigarette smoke. The Colonel sat on the other side of a wooden desk, smoking and silent. There were four chairs arranged in a box formation. In front of him, Anita was strapped to her own chair, duct tape sealing her mouth. Javed stared back at him from the interrogation chair at his ten o’clock.

‘Why are my family here?’ Amin asked the Colonel, his voice high and frightened.

The Colonel exhaled smoke through his nose. ‘Perhaps we should try to answer that question?’

Amin shook his head, trying to shake away the reality—he’d played with the French devil and he’d lost. ‘It’s me you want, and I’m here. Let them go. Javed is seven. He’s just a boy.’

‘And boys turn into men,’ said the Colonel, his voice flat. ‘They can develop all sorts of hatreds against their country, especially if their father is a chatterbox—a well-paid chatterbox, yes, Amin?’

Amin’s thoughts were a jumble, his breath rasping in fast, shallow pants as panic flooded through him.

The Colonel nodded at the thug in a black business shirt who’d thrown Amin into the chair. The man walked to a table behind Anita and turned on a lamp, revealing a battery-powered drill. Black Shirt picked up the drill, and walked around to stand in front of Anita. Her eyes grew huge as the thug hit the trigger, testing the spin of the drill bit. The motor whined.

‘This Frenchman,’ said the Colonel, as the drill slowed. ‘Who is he?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Amin, shaking his head. He’d imagined what it would be like to be caught, but he’d never thought about what he would say.

‘Don’t know?’ The Colonel smiled. ‘You don’t know who he is? Or you don’t know a Frenchman?’

Amin opened his mouth to reply but no sound came out.

‘I’ll give you a clue. He’s a tall, handsome blond man with nice suits. Speaks with a French accent.’

‘Aubrac,’ croaked Amin. ‘Marcus Aubrac, from Paris.’

‘What does he do?’

‘Aerospace. More on the finance and investment side, but well informed.’ Observing Anita’s eyes, which were wide with terror, he added, ‘My wife knows nothing about this.’

The Colonel stood, dropped his cigarette and ground it into the concrete floor. Then he walked over to Amin. ‘What did he want from you?’

‘Not much,’ said Amin.

The Colonel nodded at his sidekick, who brought the drill to full revs then kneeled and drove the bit into the top of Anita’s bare foot. She arched her back as the drill bit exited the sole of her foot in a flurry of blood and flesh. Amin struggled against his restraints as the thug withdrew the spinning drill bit. He looked at Javed, whose face was flooded with tears, his accusing eyes boring into his father.

‘Stop, please!’ Amin begged. ‘I’ll tell you everything.’

The Colonel returned to his desk and lit a cigarette as Anita’s blood ran across the concrete. ‘Okay, so talk.’

‘I told Aubrac about the fuel loads, and the weight and the range of the RA’AD II.’

‘The test telemetry?’

Amin shook his head. ‘I couldn’t download it. I memorised the summaries, though, and I believe that was enough for the French to reverse-engineer the performance.’

‘How did he contact you?’

‘ProtonMail,’ said Amin.

‘And then?’

‘He’d give me a burner phone number to call—it was always different.’

The Colonel nodded. ‘And then?’

‘We’d meet at a bar or a cafe, always on the afternoon of the final day of the conference.’

‘What did you tell him about the project?’

Amin hesitated, unsure what the Colonel was asking.

The Colonel nodded, and the thug revved his drill and drove it into Anita’s left ankle; she passed out before the drill could stall inside her ankle joint. Another man stepped forward with a bucket of water and threw it on her, waking her up to her own pain as Black Shirt yanked the drill out of her ankle and revved it again.

‘Tell me what you want to know!’ yelled Amin.

‘You discussed the purpose of the missile range extension?’

‘Yes,’ said Amin. ‘I told him it was designed to strike Tel Aviv.’

The Colonel leaned on his forearms, looking at Amin. ‘From where?’

Amin paused. He was going to die, he realised, and so was his family.

The thug revved his drill and started working on Anita’s right kneecap. She arched against her chair, stifled screams muffled behind the tape. Amin could smell loosened bowels—Javed’s.

‘Have you told him where you work?’ the Colonel persisted.

Amin nodded. ‘Yes, they know about Noor Khan.’

‘What about this facility we’re in? Do the French ask about it?’

Amin’s bottom lip trembled. He could no longer look at his son.

‘Do they call it anything other than the Pakistan Agricultural Chemical Company?’ asked the Colonel, referring to the name on the building.

Amin gulped. ‘They call it the MERC.’

‘I see,’ said the Colonel, his face set in a rictus of disappointment.

He stared at Amin for several long seconds as the muffled sounds of a panicked seven-year-old boy emerged from behind duct tape. Then the Colonel nodded at the man in the black shirt, who moved to Anita, took the drill to full revs and drove the bit directly between her eyes, deep into her forehead. The blood spurted briefly and then ran freely down Anita’s pretty face, her limbs briefly jerking as the life ran out of her, her features frozen in agony.

Amin sobbed openly, unable to look at his dead wife. He turned back to his son, whose dark eyes were wide with terror and disbelief. The Colonel nodded and Black Shirt moved to stand in front of Javed. He revved the drill.

‘No!’ said Amin, as the drill hit the top of Javed’s left foot, splattering skin and bone as it disappeared into the flesh. ‘Ask me anything. I’m telling the truth. Please.’

The Colonel raised his hand briefly to stop Black Shirt. ‘The French know the missile is designed to reach Tel Aviv, but do they know from where?’

Amin took a deep breath. ‘They know it could be fired from Iran.’

The Colonel stared deep into Amin’s wet eyes. ‘You told the Frenchman that we’re working with the Iranians?’

Amin nodded.

‘Very good, Amin. Now we’re getting somewhere.’ He nodded at the thug, who revved his drill and aimed it at Javed’s kneecap.


PARIS

Alec de Payns sensed a presence and looked up from his screen. Dominic Briffaut’s PA stood in his office doorway. ‘Boss wants to see you.’

De Payns stood and followed the middle-aged woman down the corridor to the elevator.

When they arrived at Briffaut’s upstairs office she held the door for him.

‘This,’ said the boss, pushing a piece of paper across his desk.

De Payns looked at the page. It was a report from a source in Pakistan, the romantically named CRS 00218. The source had a robot’s name, but he had a ‘B’ grading inside the DGSE, France’s foreign secret service, which signified the highest level of trust and reliability that could be attributed to a human. Only documents, videos and images could be graded ‘A’.

The report from CRS 00218 claimed that the missile engineer Amin Sharwaz, thirty-six, his wife—government scientist Anita Sharwaz, thirty-three—and their son Javed Sharwaz, seven, had been killed the previous week by torture at the hands of the ISI, probably with a power drill, at the Pakistan Agricultural Chemical Company (aka the MERC) in Islamabad.

De Payns sat heavily in the visitor’s chair, stunned by what he was reading. He flashed back to their final meeting at the bar in Singapore. Amin had been in a hurry to get to the airport because of a family emergency, but there was something more, something almost haunted about the engineer whom he’d come to regard as a friend. His voice had been constricted and there had been little eye contact. De Payns had spent seven years at the DGSE, six of those years in the Y Division—the DGSE’s highly secretive section responsible for clandestine activities. He knew how to read people and was very attentive to sources who might be watched over by the ISI. He recalled Amin’s use of the French adieu—a deliberate usage, since they communicated in English. The finality of the word had not escaped de Payns. Amin was ‘off’ and de Payns had been incredibly careful leaving that bar in Singapore and making his way back to his hotel. He suspected Amin had spilled to the ISI—told them he was trading missile secrets for a life in Paris.

And now he saw the picture more clearly—Amin’s employers had some suspicions, used leverage to get him back to Pakistan, where they’d tortured the family to death. De Payns guessed the wife and child would have been tortured in front of the traitor, prompting him to tell them everything, before he himself was subjected to the slowest and most painful death.

De Payns threw the report on Briffaut’s desk and exhaled loudly as he looked at the ceiling. De Payns had dealt with hundreds of sources whose motives were mercenary and who behaved in a purely transactional way. But Amin was different; they’d become close. In a different life they would have been friends.

‘I know you liked this one,’ said Briffaut, gesturing to the report. ‘But back to business—along with the source being dead, you’re now blown.’

‘You’re right,’ said de Payns, shaking off the shock. ‘I’ll start disassembling the Aubrac ID. It’ll be disappeared by tomorrow lunchtime. Clean slate.’

Briffaut looked at him, his face expressionless. ‘No, don’t do that. They mustn’t know we have a source on the other side. I’m guessing they’ll try to set up a meeting, pretending to be Amin. If they do, we’ll put you into a trapped meeting and we’ll see who they are.’

In other words, de Payns was going to be used as live bait.

He looked at his boss and nodded.
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He left early from the Bunker, the headquarters of the DGSE’s Y Division in Noisy, a suburb east of Paris. The Bunker was inside an old fort and was deliberately separated from the main HQ of France’s foreign intelligence service, the Centre Administratif des Tourelles, colloquially known as the Cat. The Cat was housed in an imposing Napoleonic building on Boulevard Mortier, in the twentieth arrondissement, a total contrast to the cloistered walled fort of the Y Division.

He caught two trains and was outside his apartment building in Montparnasse shortly before 6 p.m., having performed basic hygiene measures to ensure he wasn’t being followed. As he let himself into the small but beautiful apartment, he heard the splashing of kids in a bath. Romy intercepted him at the kitchen entrance and gave him a hug, while keeping her food-covered hands off him.

‘Excellent timing,’ she said. ‘Boys are in the bath—can you deal with them?’

Throwing his keys on the counter, de Payns kicked off his shoes and entered the bathroom, where the younger of his sons—four-year-old Oliver—was standing in the bath pointing at Patrick with a loofah, demanding the return of a Smurf toy that the six-year-old was hiding.

‘Hi, Dad,’ said Patrick, putting on a great show of insouciance about the Smurf.

‘Give it to me!’ yelled the younger boy, wielding the loofah like a sword.

De Payns kneeled, noticing mud on his youngest son’s knees.

‘I’ll take that,’ he said, taking the loofah and putting it on the bathroom counter. ‘That’s your mother’s—this is what you need.’ He plucked a washcloth from the bath water.

As he started scrubbing Oliver’s legs, a terrible dread welled up in him as he felt the tiny, perfect knee of his son. Amin had a son; he’d shown de Payns photos of the boy, flipping through them on his phone as only a doting parent could do, showing twenty-five pictures when four would have sufficed. Holding his own son’s leg in his hand, guilt washed through him like a tidal wave. His chest constricted and he felt himself struggling for breath as he fought against the mental image of Amin’s son and wife being tortured with a power drill. He leaned back from the bath, hitting his head on the cabinet, and he was aware of Patrick calling out, ‘Mum!’

Footsteps, and Romy’s face hovered above him, framed with wisps of blonde hair.

‘You okay, honey?’ she asked, calm but concerned, her cool hand strong on his jaw.

De Payns shook his head almost imperceptibly.

‘Really bad?’ she asked in a whisper, and de Payns nodded, tears forming in his eyes.

‘Fuck,’ she murmured, and helped him to his feet.
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He jumped off the Metro at Jussieu, beside the university campus, and found a bar set back from the main tourist strip. It was a low-slung student dive which could do with a clean. He found a table in the unpopulated far corner, and ordered a Scotch. The conversation with Romy could have been handled better, but after his small breakdown there was nothing else he wanted to do but drink until he felt numb.

The middle-aged barmaid brought him the glass and he drained it, relishing the burn in his throat and the hit of smoky flavour. He asked for another, and a beer, and was feeling almost good by the time he headed for the exit. Fishing a pack of Marlboros from his windbreaker, he lit one and observed the street—crowds of students going to restaurants, leaving bars. He walked a block and a half west and found another local bar, this one with an Irish theme, and stood at the end of the mahogany counter. He drank three shots of Jameson and washed it down with a tap beer, trying to find a way through his predicament. How guilty should he feel about the death of Amin’s family? And if Javed could fall prey to the ISI, what did that mean for Oliver or Patrick? What about Romy? Who could save them, if not de Payns?

He left the Irish bar and found another—a quiet establishment for quiet drunks. Even the music—Django Reinhardt’s greatest hits—was more like musical wallpaper than entertainment. He drank for a few more rounds, three whiskies to one beer, replaying memories of a smart and fun-loving Pakistani engineer who’d thought he was doing the right thing for peace in the Middle East, while also creating a pay-off for his family. And his son had been tortured for it, probably right in front of him.

After the ninth drink, he knew he was shaking his head and mumbling too loud. When the woman behind the bar approached him she raised one finger and de Payns agreed. Only one more.

He left the bar carefully, gasping slightly at the chill air. He lit a Marlboro, observing the streetscape. It looked clean. He couldn’t safely return to his family home in this state—drunken mistakes didn’t carry any discount; they could get people killed just as easily as the sober mistake. So he picked up a bottle of Johnnie Walker at a market and wandered in a daze until he found himself outside a seedy private hotel. The woman at reception rented him a room and he fell on his face as he opened the door. Collapsing on the bed he felt an emotional weight that the whisky had only sidestepped, not resolved. He wanted another drink but didn’t have the energy, and he fell asleep wondering where the off switch for the bedside lamp was.
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He might have quit his job that week, but for the niggling need for retribution, something felt strongly among the whole Y Division at Noisy. Besides, the entire rationale of the Company—as the DGSE was known to its employees—was to engage in human intelligence, to get close to targets, earn their trust and inveigle oneself into their world. If that meant feeling the wolf’s breath on your neck, then that’s what you did.

There was an aeronautical engineers convention in Paris in two weeks and de Payns set the meet for the last day of the conference, as usual. Amin’s email address was still active and someone was operating it, judging by the response written in precisely the way de Payns had taught Amin. All the communications protocols were correct—Amin must have given them up. Clearly someone at the ISI wanted to keep the liaison operating long enough to get a look at Marcus Aubrac, while the French were keen to see who the Pakistanis sent to photograph—or kill or kidnap—the operative who’d been running Amin. Failures could be turned to their advantage, the French reasoned, so long as they had an officer who was smart and strong enough to play his part.

The Company spent two weeks preparing the Marriott Rive Gauche for the operation, while de Payns stayed away from the hotel. If the Pakistanis came with muscle, they had to be shut down quickly. If they came to photograph Marcus Aubrac, the Company needed its own photographic and eyes-on verification of the ISI operators. The French had to know who they were dealing with before judging how much danger their agent was in and what they were going to do in response. It was a game—one that both sides were playing with their eyes wide open. De Payns and Briffaut had decided there was a high probability that the Pakistanis knew that the French were aware that Amin was dead. Heck, thought de Payns, they might have deliberately planted the news with the source named CRS 00218 in order to get a good look at de Payns. The mission team would be positioned carefully to look for the Pakistani watchers and undertake their own counter-surveillance. But more important to de Payns was knowing that his mission team would foil a kidnap or an assassination, even as he walked into the wolf’s mouth.

The mission was complicated for de Payns not only by the friendship he’d developed with Amin but by the hotel’s proximity to his family’s apartment in Montparnasse. The Marriott Rive Gauche was on Boulevard Saint-Jacques, only a ten-minute walk from Patrick’s school. It felt too close to home, especially given how ruthlessly the ISI had exploited Amin’s greatest weakness—his family. Usually de Payns operated overseas; the prospect of engaging with the ISI so close to home had him on edge.

He watched a Netflix movie with Romy the night before the operation, his bare feet on the coffee table and nursing a glass of riesling. He didn’t say much—usually he kept up a running commentary, which Romy would quell with a few shut ups. She was doing a PhD on political economics, with a complicated thesis about east–west wealth discrepancies within Europe, and de Payns would usually tease her by attributing a Marxist or Anarcho-syndicalist motive to the most stupid character in a given movie. If he was having fun, he could drive her to throw something at him. But tonight he was nervy and she knew it. Rather than ask him about it, she switched off the TV set and took him to bed shortly after nine o’clock.
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They sent an email after lunch on the final day of the conference, and the stand-in for Amin texted the burner phone number about ten minutes later. De Payns returned the text, suggesting they meet at Café L’Ecir, not far from the hotel, at 5 p.m. De Payns caught the Metro in from the north-west, making three changes of train, before emerging at Glacière Metro station at 4.45. He climbed the stairs to the northern side of the Boulevard Saint-Jacques and walked towards the meet through the early office-leavers.

He was wired up with radio equipment, the battery pack and transmitter strapped to his ankle, wired into a receiver for the earpiece that was attached under his shirt. He put in his earplug and pressed the ‘talk’ button in his pants pocket.

‘Y—check?’

‘Y—good copy,’ came the reply.

Satisfied the system was working, he signed off with ‘Aguilar—copy’ and then went to radio silence.

De Payns’ team was sitting in vans, planted in other shops and sitting in the cafe as patrons. When operating inside French territory, the Company usually handed over to the DGSI, the French internal security services, equivalent to the FBI or MI5. However on short operations the DGSE would usually work undeclared, as they were on this day. The DGSI were more like the police, and they operated with an arrest and prosecution mandate, whereas the Company might monitor a terrorist for a year and never interdict. Besides, the paperwork required to involve the domestic security services was too laborious for what amounted to a two-hour operation. De Payns relied instead on three of his regular mission team operators—tough people whom he’d worked with in Beirut, Damascus and Cairo. He knew they would intercede if the Pakistanis turned nasty.

He strolled in the late afternoon sunlight that streamed through the overhead trees, passing a Franprix supermarket on his right, aware of a team around him though he was unable to see them.

Stopping at the pedestrian crossing, de Payns caught a glimpse of the cafe through the trees and walked towards it. His senses were on high alert despite his calm demeanour. Agreeing to take part in an operation so close to his family was difficult to justify to himself—and it would be impossible to explain to Romy if she knew.

De Payns found a table inside with a view of the door, the street and the outside tables, and ordered a Kronenbourg. The clock above the bar showed 5 p.m. exactly.

His beer arrived and he acted like any other customer, looking at his phone and sipping at his drink. He was too well trained to look for his team. Even a quick glance of recognition would be picked up by an experienced watcher. He waited and he drank in a painful charade of waiting for a dead man—a man he’d liked—but no one showed. This wasn’t unexpected. The Pakistanis had probably never intended for someone to meet de Payns in person; what the ISI wanted was his face on camera.

The earpiece crackled briefly. ‘For Y from Jéjé,’ came Jéjé’s voice. ‘I have two guys at the north corner dressed in blue jeans, cheap leather shoes, dark jackets. Looks like they’re waiting.’

‘Copy from Danny,’ came Danny’s voice. ‘One grey Peugeot in front of the cafe, dark windows, rego 648 RGU 75. One guy waiting inside and looking. Nothing else.’

De Payns didn’t respond or change his demeanour. He’d spent half his adult life being followed.

At 5.21 p.m., with no one approaching him in the cafe, he left and walked to the Saint-Jacques Metro. He took two lines, emerging in the middle of Paris. He found a seat in a cafe on the edge of the Place de la République and waited there for ten minutes, then started to walk north-east, counting in his head. When he reached two hundred and sixty, he climbed the stairs with the tourists, turned right at the top and jumped on the back of a motorbike which started immediately and sped off into the traffic.

After ten minutes of expert riding through selected choke points and one-way streets, he was dropped at the Champ de Mars, the large park stretching from the Eiffel Tower to the École Militaire. He walked across to its south-east corner and descended to the Metro, taking two trains to the Gare d’Austerlitz area of Paris. It was almost dark when he emerged, and he walked straight to the Company’s changeover house to the west of the station’s impressive facade, in a secondary street tucked behind a precinct of bars and restaurants. He walked up to the apartment, opened it using the combination lock, and punched in his security code on the keypad inside the door. It looked like a typical Paris apartment, with a kitchen, living room and two bedrooms, one of which contained the lockers used by the Company’s Y Division operatives. De Payns opened his locker and deposited his watch, phone and wallet in the manila envelope with Marcus Aubrac printed on a white label. As he decompressed, he could feel the nerves buzzing inside him and he leaned forward with his arms on the locker, breathing deeply to gain composure before stripping off his Aubrac clothes and stashing them in the locker. He took a quick shower, working through every step of the operation and every person he saw. It was possible there was no one from the ISI in or around that cafe. It was possible the whole thing was a psychological ploy, the Pakistanis signalling that they’d already resolved their traitor problem and could now afford to play games with the vaunted DGSE, right there in Paris, on their home turf. Maybe those men in the car were engaged on some other business entirely? Where had they gone after de Payns left? Were they the only ones? Were they official spies, attached to the Pakistan embassy, or were they ‘undeclareds’, living anonymously in Paris or flown in directly from Islamabad? He cycled faces in his mind, counted steps and audited his memory for mistakes. He pushed himself towards paranoia without getting lost in it, knowing that extreme attention to detail was the difference between success and failure.

Dressed in his jeans, windbreaker and running shoes, he was Alec de Payns once again, and he stepped into the night via an alternative door, leading to the street behind the building, and caught a train west through the fifth arrondissement and into Montparnasse. As he climbed the stairs to the apartment, he made a decision—when he stepped through the door, the Amin operation was over and so was his guilt. Tomorrow was a new day.

He opened his door and smelled fish curry.

‘That you, Alec?’ came Romy’s voice from the kitchen.

‘Hi, honey,’ said de Payns, a smile spreading across his face. ‘I’m home.’


… TWO YEARS LATER


CHAPTER

ONE

As far as workplaces go, it wasn’t bad. The Mediterranean in July, ten hours out of Cagliari, sailing to Palermo. A glass of beer in each hand and weaving through a gaggle of Germans to get back to his table. De Payns ducked around a dancing drunk who was Living la Vida Loca and arrived at his table. Michael Lambardi looked up from his corner of the ferry’s top deck bar, grabbed his Peroni and muttered santé before his moustache cut the head like a guillotine.

‘That’s better.’ Lambardi smiled, setting his glass on the table.

The early evening was starting to colour the sky purple and the ferry smelled of sunscreen and spilled beer. The bar contained the contrasts of what Europe had become—loud, happy Germans at the neighbouring table, hand-wringing Belgians trying to lip-read the news on a muted TV, and a couple of sullen Turkish gentlemen hunched at a table by the windows, making a big point of not drinking. De Payns wasn’t a great fan of the Teutons, but they at least knew what a bar was for.

‘So, Alain,’ said Lambardi, as de Payns leaned back in his white plastic chair, ‘will these documents work?’

De Payns looked at Lambardi. ‘They’ll work.’

‘Hundred per cent?’ asked the Italian.

‘Just like the first ones,’ said de Payns, taking a sip of his own beer.

Lambardi was an Italian migration agent in his early forties, with a body that couldn’t decide if it was heavily muscled or going to seed. De Payns had procured for Lambardi a bunch of Croatian ID cards a month ago, which gave the Italian’s clients unimpeded passage into France and Europe. As an officier traitant of France’s external intelligence service, de Payns was trying to get close enough to his new friend to find out who Lambardi was dealing with and why so many of his clients ended up in France with the smell of Semtex in their prayer mats. He’d infiltrated the Italian’s world and joined him drinking around the bars of the Sicilian capital, helping him out where he could, building affinity and listening to the struggles of Italian men when they divorce.

Earning Lambardi’s trust wasn’t so hard, because with his Marseille-based cover as Alain Dupuis, a migration consultant, and his access to travel documents, de Payns was of use to the Italian. They both liked drinking and looking at pretty women, which were common pastimes in Palermo during summer. But de Payns felt the danger of this assignment. One of Lambardi’s clients, according to the Company, was Sayef Albar, a splinter group of AQIM, the North African branch of al-Qaeda. They were resourced and organised and had a homicidal hatred of France. They’d behead de Payns’ children in front of him if they knew his real identity. Lambardi wouldn’t fare well, either.

De Payns casually scanned the bar and looked out the window, where a couple of Japanese kids climbed on the deck rail of the ferry only to be slapped off by their mother.

Lambardi cleared his throat. ‘The reason I ask, Alain, is that, as you know, my next traveller—’

‘And his friends,’ de Payns interjected.

‘And his friends,’ agreed Lambardi, ‘don’t look European, so the Croatian cards …’

De Payns smiled. The Croatian ID cards were top-shelf forgeries, accepted at any EU port. But de Payns had something better for the Italian.

‘I took the liberty,’ said de Payns. ‘The package waiting for me in Palermo includes five French passports.’

Lambardi paused, doubtful.

De Payns leaned in. ‘I’m serious. Your clients can land in Paris as French citizens.’

De Payns was playing on greed. The fees Lambardi could charge for the passports would override paranoia. And paranoia was relevant—AQIM was not an outfit to double-cross. But while greed would get Lambardi on the hook, coercion would be how they’d reel him in. When it came time to perform the devoilement—the moment when a target is told that he now works for Paris—Lambardi had to be right where the French secret services wanted him. He had to be shitting himself. When de Payns’ team had photographs and video of Lambardi receiving those passports and selling them to AQIM, the Italian would have nowhere to turn. He’d be scared of going to prison in Italy, but even more scared of what the terrorists would do if they saw those pictures.

Lambardi turned his attention to his smartphone, stood and weaved to the toilet. De Payns crossed his legs and poured his beer into the carpet beside his right ankle. He had to stay sharp. As he inveigled his way further into Lambardi’s life, he had expected Sayef Albar security to emerge. He assumed those two Turks in the bar were watching him. They had probably staked out de Payns’ office, a serviced space two blocks back from Palermo’s harbour, although he hadn’t yet detected a tail when he took a room in one of the scores of private hotels in Old Palermo. There were so many ten-room hotels in the city that he could dodge the tails by hopping from one to another, if he was careful. And Alec de Payns was careful like a cat.

Lambardi’s apartment was another story. It was in the city’s west, and the Sayef Albar security people had an irregular overwatch on the flat and were probably intercepting Lambardi’s calls and emails. De Payns fully expected that when he tried to get Lambardi alone at his apartment and have him filmed accepting the French passports, the terrorists would be listening with enhanced audio in the neighbouring apartment or have two men in a van on the street. The French mission team supporting Operation Falcon knew there were no bugs in Lambardi’s apartment; they’d checked when they set up the cameras. But there might be an emergency signal system for Lambardi to use if he detected a threat. And although the French mission teams had access to the best techs, de Payns had been unable to get his hands on Lambardi’s phone to have it checked and perhaps trapped.

De Payns was mindful of Sayef Albar but he was not overly worried. A man he knew well was sitting in the far corner of the bar, chatting with German tourists. His real name was Guillaume Tibet, but in the intelligence world he was known as Shrek. He was short and solid and his hand-to-hand skills came from Wing Chun kung fu, making him devastating in a fight. The fact that he’d been plucked from an academic and writing career to join the external intelligence services meant he exuded an air of bespectacled innocence.

Shrek was only one part of the mission team—the rest of its members would be waiting at the Palermo ferry terminal and they’d leapfrog one another in vans, on foot and on a motorbike along the route to Michael Lambardi’s apartment. If Lambardi—codenamed ‘Commodore’ by the Company—wanted another drink, the mission team would deploy people around the bars to check for Sayef Albar operatives. If Lambardi wanted to go straight home, the team would coalesce around his apartment, watching the terrorists’ surveillance. The whole operation would work like a ballet and be undetectable even to experienced field people.

To ensure the set-up was clean, de Payns had to wait for final confirmation from the mission team in Palermo. De Payns had received a last-minute request to join Lambardi for a meeting in Cagliari, and so there’d been no communication with his team since he’d left Marseille to travel to the Sardinian capital. The mission team used démarqués phones, purchased in shitty suburbs with no ID attached, to coordinate among themselves. But once in the field, the support team had no electronic connection with the phone of ‘Alain’: this phone had been registered with the false Alain ID and was connected only with the legend that went with the identity. When an operation was in-field, the two different worlds—the support team and de Payns—never intersected. There was no communication between them.

De Payns had other ways of contacting his team. Called liaisons clandestines, they included dead letterboxes and unobservable visual signals. One of these involved gommettes, or stickers—on a wall-mounted poster that advertised Peroni, the support team would leave a round white sticker in the final half-hour before the ship docked in Sicily. If the white gommette was on that poster, the op was on.

Lambardi reappeared at the table, and for a split second de Payns thought he caught a pair of eyes look at him then dart away. They belonged to a tall, swarthy man in his mid-thirties who was entering the restrooms that Lambardi had just exited. Just the blue rats, de Payns assured himself, a reference to the paranoia that can haunt field operators. The man was most likely a polite Pakistani who didn’t want to make eye contact.

The revs lowered on the ferry engines and the vessel tipped forward. De Payns took a quick breath and glanced over his shoulder at the beer poster.

In the bottom right-hand corner was a white gommette. Palermo loomed and the game was on. Falcon was go.


CHAPTER

TWO

Michael Lambardi wanted to drink, so they headed for Bar Luca, their regular watering hole. They dodged tourists who were drinking and lounging around in the famous glow as dusk settled on Old Palermo. The day’s breeze had died down and the warm air was infused with seafood, wine and music—typical of the Mediterranean. De Payns sensed Shrek behind him, but didn’t look, as they worked their way through the summer crowds.

Lambardi turned to him. ‘Let’s do this tonight,’ he said, then moved with the foot traffic across Via Francesco Crispi into the bar and restaurant district.

‘Do what?’ de Payns asked, feeling the reassuring weight of the CZ 9mm handgun in the outer pocket of his Adidas pack. He didn’t make a habit of carrying arms when operating under an assumed identity, but the trip from Cagliari to Palermo with Lambardi had been a spontaneous decision and the support team hadn’t had time to establish the usual safeguards. So he’d collected the CZ from a dead drop at Cagliari’s Bonario cemetery before meeting Lambardi at a cafe with some rich Nigerian clients.

‘The passports,’ said Lambardi, breathless as he marched across Crispi.

De Payns accelerated and got alongside the Italian’s right shoulder, keeping his voice low as they passed sidewalk tables loaded with French and Austrian drinkers. ‘I don’t have them on me, Michael. They’re at the office.’

‘We’ll drop by,’ said Lambardi. Spying a gap between the taxis and minicabs, he darted across the road.

‘You’re slow for a Frenchman,’ Lambardi teased when de Payns joined him on the other side several seconds later, to the accompaniment of a loud dose of Sicilian horns. Lambardi set off again, veering left down a street on which waiters and accordion players smoked cigarettes outside cafes loud with tourists—he was heading for de Payns’ office.

De Payns carried no comms or tracking device. He would just have to follow where Lambardi led, trusting in his mission team to have his back.

‘We can settle this tonight,’ said Lambardi as they turned into the side street where de Payns’ office was located. This was not the way de Payns had planned to do the handover. The operation was intended to culminate at Lambardi’s apartment, where de Payns would deliver the passports and record the footage.

‘I thought we were going to the bar,’ said de Payns.

Lambardi kept walking. ‘We’ll get the passports and I’ll get the money for you.’

De Payns grabbed the Italian by the shoulder. ‘You know how it goes, Michael. We do it my way, or we don’t do it.’

Lambardi shrugged his hand away. ‘You’ll get three million euros for those passports, but I don’t carry that kind of money on me.’

‘So what’s the point in fetching the passports now?’ asked de Payns as they neared the suite of offices.

‘Murad will have the money,’ Lambardi told him. ‘He’ll love this deal.’

De Payns was startled. ‘Murad?!’ he hissed, not wanting to say the name of the Sayef Alber commander too loudly. ‘He’s in Palermo tonight?’

‘Sure,’ said Lambardi.

‘Where are you meeting him?’ asked de Payns.

‘You kidding me?’ the Italian slurred. ‘He finds me.’
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Bar Luca was a bar-cafe in Palermo’s old town that had started life as a wine merchant’s warehouse six hundred years ago. It was dimly lit, low in the ceiling and heavy on the beams. But the lighting meant its sandstone walls glowed golden. Hanging from the ceiling beams were Knights Templar and Knights of St John paraphernalia, a tribute to the era when the fighting orders ruled the eastern Mediterranean. De Payns scanned the bar as he took a seat at Lambardi’s favourite table, in front of the 1960s Wurlitzer jukebox. When they’d first visited Bar Luca more than a month ago, de Payns had panicked slightly, thinking Lambardi knew his real name and its obvious connection to the Knights Templar—Hugh de Payns, founder and first Grand Master of the Order of the Knights Templar, back in the 1100s. But Lambardi wasn’t interested in Crusader lineage nor the de Payns family’s part in it. He was there for the table service—the owner, Luca, employed good-looking ladies and Lambardi liked one of them in particular.

Lambardi waved at the bar for two beers as de Payns put his Adidas pack between his feet. He was reassured by the presence of the CZ but not comfortable about the passports he was now carrying. He’d managed to keep Lambardi out of his office, insisting that they meet back at the bar. He’d collected the passports and returned to Bar Luca, but he felt vulnerable knowing Murad was around. Still, despite the risks, he was reluctant to call off tonight’s operation. The chance to trap Lambardi and lure Murad into the open was not to be missed. He would normally have used his time alone in the office to warn the support team with a visual signal—a light or something reflective—or ask for a physical contact with the chief of the support team, which would require an orange gommette or a hand in his hair. However, the stop at the office had not been planned and de Payns had to hope that the support team would understand something was wrong and provide him with what backup they could.
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