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PART ONE


Anger


Then my anger shall be kindled against them in that day, and I will forsake them, and I will hide my face from them, and they shall be devoured, and many evils and troubles shall befall them. 


Deuteronomy 31:17


How much more grievous are the consequences of anger than the causes of it. 


Marcus Aurelius, Emperor Rome, 121–180












Chapter 1 


‘Is that for real?’ Eli leaned over the rail and pointed at a small cruiser that was sailing parallel with the ferry. Trance music blared out from the cabin and, in the darkness, Eli could see the wash as the driver ramped up the speed and the small boat skittered and scudded over the waves. 


‘Isn’t this a shipping lane? Stupid kids, that’s a great way of getting killed. They think they’re immortal, nothing bad is ever going to happen to them,’ Eli said as the boat veered sharply away and bounced over the wake.


Twenty-five-year-old Segev, head watcher and also lead in charge of tech at the Mossad’s London Station, ignored the comment. Eli knew he would. It was one of the perks of being head of station, Eli could muse unchallenged.


‘Paper Doll is on board,’ Segev said. ‘His car parked forward, his wife and kids at a table in the lounge on deck three. He’s on the way up here. Lev is in position.’


‘Thanks.’ Eli felt behind his ear for the listening device and he pressed the button to open the comms channel and at the same time watched the screen on his phone engage. 


There he was. Lev, planted at a table on the outside deck. Alone in the dark, as the ferry juddered through the choppy Solent. 


‘You there, Lev? Ready to rock and roll?’ Eli said.


‘All set.’ The voice in Eli’s ear sounded about as ready to rock and roll as a coma patient but Lev was Paper Doll’s katsa, his case officer, and as such, it was his job to meet the agent and do the debrief. 


It was bad enough that Eli was on the ferry on a Friday night, there to observe the debrief in real time, worse that this contact location was both expensive and inconvenient; they’d had to allocate two motorbikes and one car to tail Paper Doll on the journey between London and Portsmouth, all to make sure the agent was clean. For one meeting. If Lev hadn’t been such a lazy bastard, he would have found a way of insisting that the meeting was somewhere more convenient and at a better time. 


Eli glanced around the deck and saw the watchers. They were eating sandwiches and drinking coffee. No doubt these overpriced props would end up on their heshbon too. 


‘Eyes on Paper Doll,’ Eli heard in his ear. ‘He has his son with him.’


‘His son?’ Eli said. This was exactly what they needed, a curious nine-year-old telling anyone who might listen that Daddy talked to a strange man on the ferry as the family went for their weekend away on the Isle of Wight. 


‘Abort?’ Segev said. 


‘No. Give him a few minutes. Paper Doll might take the kid inside after he’s thrown up over the side of the ferry.’


As he watched Paper Doll walk back and forth along the deck, hand in hand with the child, something nagged at Eli. Maybe the situation was more complicated than a lazy agent meeting a lazy case officer. The agent had missed the last two of his meetings with Lev. While that wasn’t unusual for Paper Doll, who was systemically disorganised, maybe there really was an issue. When the agent had surfaced to pick up his retainer, Paper Doll told Lev that the reason he’d missed the meetings was because his wife was becoming suspicious about the extra money. Money he’d been spending on her and the kids. He said that he’d even caught her going through his workbag, which was never a good sign. This meant Eli was there, on a Friday night in early October, to observe the meeting. To see if he, the head of the Mossad’s London Station, with his superlative spy-running skills, could identify what the issue was, and whether indeed the agent was lying and perhaps trying to get out of the relationship with Lev because he’d had enough. If so, he wouldn’t be the first agent to claim, whether it was genuine or not, that a partner was suspicious. It was such a constant that the Office had developed a number of slang expressions for it. Lichporkaki, angry shit-dropping bird was just one of them. The unsolvable problem was that when you sleep with someone for years, when you eat with them, talk to them, experience both joy and pain with them, they know when you’re lying. 


Eli shrugged off the thought about his betrayal of his own wife and looked out into the darkness as the ferry chugged along. That was past. They were on a relatively even trajectory now and he wanted to keep it that way. Eli concentrated on the small screen in his hand, where he could see Lev, still sitting at the table at the other end of the ferry, on the outside deck. The only other people in the space were a couple of men, drinking beer from bottles and surreptitiously vaping – and Paper Doll. He was holding his son’s hand and the boy seemed to be excited as the lights of Fishbourne got closer, a black mass speckled with light. 


But, as yet, there was no contact between agent and case officer. 


Maybe the wife had put the fear of God into Paper Doll and she’d got the kid to keep an eye on him. Not impossible. A popular tactic in authoritarian regimes, and Qatar was hardly California. Eli’s finger hovered over the call channel at the base of his screen. Abort or no?


He was there to observe the meeting and protocol dictated that, if conditions were suboptimal, then a contact should be aborted. But that would mean the entire effort to come down here would have been wasted and made worse because Eli should have been hosting a Simchat Torah party at the apartment and he was missing it. But for all Eli’s complaining, there remained the unshakable sense that this meeting was important, and Eli needed to give it every possible chance to succeed. 


Paper Doll was a Human Resources manager at the Qatari Embassy. Lev, who Eli considered to be the laziest and most inept case officer he had ever had the misfortune to meet, let alone have on his team, had been running Paper Doll for three years, so far without mishap, beyond the agent’s apparent inability to meet for regular debriefs. 


A face-to-face debrief was always the first-choice contact, an opportunity to check in with the agent, but failing that, the compromise with Paper Doll was USB chips with the contents of his computer and a document summarising changes in personnel and noteworthy events within the Qatari Embassy. Besides the contact issue, it was the type of account that ran on tram rails, so it was suitable for a deadweight like Lev, whose only claim to fame was his ability to pass himself off as a Syrian to a Syrian. So authentic was Lev’s grasp of the language and the nuances of the culture, and the Byzantine internal politics of the Assad regime, that Lev had held on to his job through multiple HR assessments. Perhaps it was Lev’s background in Shabak, the internal intelligence service, an organisation renowned for its slow thinking and slow action, that made him so thorough. Perhaps he had sucked in his Syrian alter ego with his mother’s milk, a Syrian Jew from Qamishli. Whatever it was, in that one area Lev shone like the bright light of the lighthouse on the headland up ahead, and he even showed glimpses of not just enthusiasm, but actual intellect, as he kept up to date with the shifting sands in the one-party state. What’s more, nobody had ever challenged Lev’s cover story. Nobody could. When he was working, he was transformed. He became that creature: a Syrian businessman, an Alawite loyalist, who was distantly connected to the Assad family, with broad interests in industry, technology, consumer electronics, minerals, textiles, medical equipment and construction. Wanting to know what the mood was in Qatar in terms of their economic plans. 


However, although economic intelligence about Qatar gave the analysts back home product to feed the insatiable appetite of their algorithms, what was more enticing for the Mossad was the geographical location of Paper Doll’s office within the Qatari Embassy. Human Resources at the Qatari Embassy was situated on the second floor, right at the back of the property in South Audley Street. The office itself, which comprised two rooms and overlooked a brick wall, was conveniently right across the passage from the suite that the UK political wing of Hamas had been occupying for the last twenty years. They even shared the same coffee station, which was supplied daily with an assortment of the choicest delicacies from nearby Selfridges food hall.


That’s why Eli was on a ferry crossing the Solent towards Fishbourne. That’s why Paper Doll was so important. 


Glancing down at his phone, Eli saw the bodycam images, and Paper Doll take his child by the hand and coax him towards the sliding doors into the lounge. He disappeared into the light, leaving Lev at his table, alone, on deck. If the agent came out again, there just might be a chance for contact, but the likelihood was fading the closer they got to shore. 


What was going on? There could only be two possibilities: the agent either had something significant to say to Lev and he was nervous, or he was giving them the runaround. Given his profile, Eli didn’t think the man was bold enough to play them. He was also strongly motivated by money and, as noticed by his wife, had developed expensive tastes for everything from the finest caviar and £500 bottles of whisky to Savile Row suits. All of Eli’s instincts and his experience told him that Paper Doll wasn’t going to turn off the money tap without a good reason.


Behind Eli, a PA system sprang to life. ‘We will shortly be arriving at Fishbourne. Would passengers return to their cars on the car decks, making sure they have left none of their belongings behind. Thank you for—’


‘He’s back,’ Eli heard in his ear. ‘He’s back. No kid.’


He must have been waiting for the bustle of travellers preparing to get off the ferry. 


Gripping his phone, Eli watched as Paper Doll approached Lev. The agent wasted no time and Eli saw an outstretched hand slip something into Lev’s pocket. Then the agent leaned down over Lev, who was still sitting, and muttered something. His voice was soft, urgent. Eli could only make out one word. He said it twice, ‘i’tidaa’. Immediately, Paper Doll swivelled around and marched back towards the door into the lounge. And that was it. Lev was left sitting at the table like an unloved date on a night out. They were going home with one word, and what looked like a USB chip slipped into Lev’s pocket. 


If they’d brought the Techtruck with them, they might have washed and debugged the chip before examining its contents, but the truck with several million dollars of high-end toys was in the lock-up in Ladbroke Grove. Eli had decided it was only to be used when absolutely necessary, because it ruffled too many British feathers. That was a mistake. It would now take them another four hours to get the ferry back to Portsmouth and drive into London. 


Theoretically, this might have waited until the next day, but the word ‘i’tidaa’, combined with the tension in the man’s body and the way that he’d possibly used his child to shield further interrogation by Lev, bothered Eli. Why would the agent make such a drama out of this meeting? Was it really just a case of his wife getting suspicious and wanting to meet out of London or was there something else? 


Eli strode into the lounge and joined Segev on the steps with the rest of the crowd, heading towards the car decks. 


‘We’re not going straight home, Segev,’ Eli said. ‘We get the next ferry back to Portsmouth as planned but then we go straight to the embassy and decrypt the chip. And Lev is coming with us.’ 


Lev was nearby. 


‘What did Paper Doll say?’ Eli said. 


‘Just the one word. I’tidaa attack.’ 










Chapter 2


Later the same night, Petra sat in front of her laptop, at the kitchen island. The night was still, with only the hum of the fridge and some light snoring that drifted down from upstairs to disturb her. There was order at her perch on the bar stool: the laptop at right angles to the notepad and pen, the pendulum lighting that directed pools of task illumination onto the granite worktop. Everything was within reach, everything well organised, no surprises. 


Since Petra hadn’t been able to sleep and had lain awake in the dark for over an hour, listening to the rhythm of Matt’s breathing, she’d figured that she might as well get up and do some work. Now was as good a time as any to get her report done. The dark silence of the pre-dawn hours might aid concentration. 


Petra was trying to write up a report on behalf of a consortium client, who wanted to invest in a subsidiary company within the National Grid. It was part of what she did for Corudon, the intelligence and security company. The report was based in part on her interview with the Internal Communications Director. Under the pretext of an article for Finance Times, a cover magazine owned by Corudon, Petra had said she wanted to write a piece about new initiatives in developing corporate culture. It was boring business bollocks and of course, the comms manager agreed to the interview. Finance Times was considered to be a prestigious magazine distributed throughout the City and it also had an international online presence. But Petra had had a second agenda.


Over a fancy lunch that included a bottle of rosé plus two extra glasses, Petra had not only gleaned everything she needed for the article, but she’d extracted the information she really wanted – the background of the target company that was in the iron sights of the client. And Petra had opened a rich vein; it seemed that the company was covering up a small matter of embezzlement by the Finance Director. The middle-aged accountant had developed a taste for hookers and cocaine. Of course, these things happen and listed companies were bound to cover up the truth, but it was exactly the type of information that a potential buyer wanted. Not only would it help with negotiations but it meant that due diligence would be escalated so there’d be no further nasty surprises if the deal went ahead.


As the kettle reached peak and switched itself off, Petra slid off the high stool and refreshed the teabag in her cup. She checked her phone to see if her feeds had anything interesting or distracting. They didn’t; it was back to the boring report. She carried the cup back to her laptop and tried to settle down. From upstairs there was a snort from her bedroom, followed by an audible sigh; no doubt Matt had just turned over in his sleep. 


Despite her good intentions, things weren’t great between them; they’d got worse after she was approached by MI5 and they’d told her to ask Matt to assure her that they were the good guys. 


Once she’d got over the initial shock of the MI5 approach, Petra had taken herself off grid for three months to a cottage on the Welsh coast. The place was a former fisherman’s cottage owned by Bob, a man who had his own secrets but who believed he owed her. He didn’t owe her. All she’d ever done was what any first-aid responder would do, because she happened to be there and knew what to do. But it was useful. Bob had connections and, most importantly, Bob never asked questions. 


For three months that’s where she’d sat, in the inaccessible stone cottage, often wondering what she was doing in such a dump, as she looked out over the sea and planned her next moves. High on that list was not getting involved with intelligence agencies of any flavour or description. That meant attending the meeting with MI5 and closing the door. 


When Petra had fronted up to the address in Page Street, near Millbank, she was surprised. The offices were above a coffee shop and the exterior was unprepossessing. However, once inside it was different, with a mixture of institutional shabbiness and high-tech shine. She was left in a room on her own for five minutes and then joined by the two people who’d made contact with her. Two people who’d said they worked for the government. Forgettable Bill, who’d worn a beanie and probably liked hiking, and petite Southeast Asian Sonja, who was charming and over-enthusiastic – she made Petra think of Tigger.


The room they showed her into was a neutral space. It might have been a low-rent law firm with its big table, utilitarian chairs, wall screen, and the homely touch in the corner of an unemptied bin that contained the remains of someone’s breakfast sandwich. 


Once the meeting got going, Bill and Sonja, as they continued to call themselves, sat on one side of the table and Petra on the other. Coffee was offered and declined and then they got down to business. 


‘You were interviewed by our colleagues after the suicide bomb attack at RAF Fairborough. Two of the victims were in the EFL class you were teaching in Oxfordshire.’ Bill consulted an A4 yellow pad, no doubt government-issue. 


‘That’s correct.’ 


‘We happen to know that another government was involved at some level with the incident.’ 


Petra said nothing as she assessed the situation. How much did they know? Then she smiled and said, ‘I did go through all this at the time with some of your colleagues. There must be a report somewhere. Matt, that’s my boyfriend, well, he was away, I was fed up with my job and I thought I’d try something new for the summer. The outcome was tragic.’


It was Sonja’s turn. She emoted, ‘It must have been truly awful for you.’


‘It was.’


Bill continued, ‘Then, just last year, a young man who was an intern at Corudon, where you work, was killed by far-right extremists when he infiltrated their group.’ 


‘There are six to twelve interns at Corudon each and every year – I don’t remember the names of most of them. In this case I do, it was Tom, but I really don’t know what he did after he left, because he didn’t get a job offer at Corudon.’ 


That lie was harder, because she did know, but Petra kept her face still and relaxed. 


‘Are you a talent spotter for the Mossad?’ Sonja said. 


‘I’m not entirely sure what a talent spotter is, but I can guess,’ Petra said. ‘Are you suggesting that Tom was recruited by the Mossad? If you are, that’s quite a wild idea.’


There was no answer to the question. Bill consulted his notebook for the next question.


‘An American who was on our watch list was murdered in Tom’s flat,’ Bill said. ‘Were you aware of that?’


Petra’s heart rate increased. 


‘No,’ Petra said. ‘No, I wasn’t.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why did you call us?’ Sonja said.


‘Because you asked me to. I want to know about this watch list you said I was on, and I also want to know what Matt, my boyfriend, has to do with me being here. And I want to hear it from you, before I hear it from him. Call it… call it curiosity.’


That’s when the mood shifted and they made Petra the job offer. It seemed they wanted to partner Matt with someone who could give him cover in a specific operation and he’d put her name forward. 


‘You’re kidding,’ Petra said. ‘Matt works for Corudon, like me. He doesn’t work for you.’


‘Sometimes we outsource specific projects to experts and this is one of those times,’ Bill said. 


‘Why didn’t he just ask me?’ Petra said, now certain that she wasn’t about to be arrested. ‘I’m Corudon’s high-end divorce investigator and I also cover their finance journalism. I’ve got no idea what Matt gets up to when he goes off on his jaunts, because we never talk about it.’


‘The reason we asked you in was because you have to have a certain amount of clearance before he could ask you,’ Sonja said.


‘Okay, so what’s the gig?’ Petra said.


It didn’t take long for Petra to politely decline the notion of attending a series of cocktail parties at London embassies on Matt’s arm so he could covertly assess the security arrangements. If there was one thing that Petra wasn’t prepared to do, it was to be diversionary eye candy, and she couldn’t imagine why Matt would ever think that she would. It showed just how little he understood her. 


Of course, the real problem wasn’t Matt; it was her. He seemed to think that, if he took a London-based job for MI5, they could live and work together. Do the couple thing. And here she was now, trying to make it work, despite the problem that he had no idea who she really was. That it was more than a coincidence that she’d taught a suicide bomber English. And that the American who’d died in Tom’s flat was by her hand during a Mossad operation.


But she was done with all that. No Mossad and no MI5 camouflage jobs. She’d closed the door behind that part of her life. From now on it was just Corudon and its Risk and Financial Advisory Solutions. 


Petra took a sip of tea and studied the paragraph on the screen in front of her. It was clunky and needed cutting. As a displacement activity, she picked up her phone again and checked out her newsfeeds. 


‘What…?’ There was a notification of an attack. On her phone there were live images of a woman on a motorbike, a woman who was being kidnapped by Hamas terrorists. Was this real? 










Chapter 3


Eli didn’t go home at all that night. It was now 5 a.m. in London on October 7. The contents of the USB chip, and that single word, whispered in Lev’s ear on board a Solent ferry, had been confirmed with blood-soaked authenticity. There was no need for an analyst to assess the grade of the product and write a report to be circulated within the organisation. The veracity of Paper Doll’s product was being played out in real time on the monitors in the unit’s meeting room at the embassy in Kensington. 


Thirty people were crammed into the room, all the overnight staff, the security jocks and those who had been pulled from their beds by emergency calls. They’d crossed London in the darkness of a Saturday morning to sit in the meeting room and watch the screens. 


‘This can’t be happening.’ The ambassador sat at the beech table next to Eli; she was in a tracksuit that looked as if it had been grabbed from a pile of washing. Her face was white, and Eli noticed her manicured hands clench and unclench. As image after image streamed onto the screens, the ambassador seemed to be moments away from wailing. There was no sound on the feed, the only noise was from the people in the room – a sob, or a groan of anguish, as they watched, transfixed.


‘Where’s the army?’ the ambassador said. ‘Why aren’t they there?’


Eli knew. Even though the incursion and massacre were ongoing, he’d already had first look at the signals. Before attacking, Hamas had systematically knocked out the sensors and the cameras on the border. End result, there were no eyes, no electronic intelligence, so they were all in the dark, apart from the social-media footage taken by exhultant attackers and the desperate WhatsApp messages from people trapped in safe rooms, on kibbutzim and in shelters, begging to be rescued. Messages that trashed the feeble hope that what they were seeing in the London meeting room was fake. It wasn’t. 


Nothing on this scale had ever happened before and the implications and outcome were beyond Eli’s imaginings – but what he did know, what he was certain of, was that they had to keep clear heads for whatever lay ahead. 


It was now obvious why Paper Doll had avoided a face-to-face briefing with Lev. Even though the Hamas military wing had kept the preparation for the operation under wraps, they were obliged to tell the political wing before the event itself. That meant an increase in signal traffic between military and political offices. Paper Doll either knew what was afoot or he suspected. And he was well aware that in any face-to-face debrief he’d have been asked what was going on with Hamas. Paper Doll might not have known the details, but the bastard definitely had known that there was something major afoot. 


Eli glanced across the room at big Lev, who was propped up against the wall. He was looking down at his hands, and not at the screens. Slow though he was, he’d have drawn the same conclusions as Eli. They’d been bested by a mid-ranking HR gonk. 


At Lev’s side was Nathan, the man who by rights should have been the Paper Doll contact. The wiry-haired man, eyes closed, swayed back and forth, muttering. The man was davening, praying. Like that was going to help now. 


Eli turned away and saw two other members of his unit on the other side of the room, by the door, Michael, the comms guy and Segev, chief watcher. Segev has his arm around Michael’s shoulder, squeezing it tight. 


Just then Urit, the unit analyst, was at Eli’s side. She nudged his elbow. 


‘Station heads’ meeting with Yuval in ten minutes.’


‘Thanks.’ Eli stood up. He’d seen enough.


‘It’s station heads’ and analysts’,’ Urit said. 


‘Okay, we’d better get up to my office.’ Eli bent over the ambassador. ‘I’ve got to go. I have a meeting with Yuval.’ With a hand Eli indicated the crowd in the room. ‘They’re expecting you to say something.’


‘What?’ she looked bewildered. ‘I… I don’t know what to say.’ Her voice cracked. 


‘Make it up,’ Eli said. ‘You’re the ambassador.’


As soon as the news had broken, everyone in the room had started to call relatives, friends, people they knew who lived on the kibbutzim, people who had children at the music festival, where a bunch of stoned, hung-over kids had been easy pickings for trained attackers. People with kids doing their service on the borders. Kids. For a surreal second Eli thought about the kids on the boat who had criss-crossed the shipping lane in the Solent, and the trance music that had blared out. That’s all they were, just kids, being murdered by other kids. At that moment, Eli nearly lost his composure, but he clenched his muscles and got himself back under control.


‘Just make it up,’ Eli repeated. ‘Say something about serving the country and that’s why we’re all here. Say it’s our job not to let people down at this terrible time and how we have to be strong and support each other.’


The ambassador grasped his hand and used it to haul herself up. 


‘Thank you. I’ll do that.’


Eli strode out of the room, keen to get to his office and away from the miasma of terror in the meeting room. He made his way to the men’s room on the third floor. He had just enough time to piss and wash his face, in an effort to try to cool down his brain. 


Even though he knew that it was true that people were being brutally murdered as he stood there, he recognised a sense of unreality. It was exactly the same sensation he’d had when he was a student, and he watched the TV screen in the cafe on the campus. 9/11. A plane flying into the Twin Towers. It couldn’t be real, but it was. 


As Eli let the cold water run over his hands, he looked in the mirror, shaven-headed and hollow-eyed. He was strong, muscled, he’d lost weight under Rafi’s tutelage and felt better for it. It would be good to get Yuval’s take on the situation; Washington’s head of station was unorthodox, but he was a steady hand on the Mossad tiller and that’s what they damn well needed. 


The door of the men’s room swung open and Rafi stood in the door frame. 


‘I went to your office,’ Rafi said.


‘I had to have a piss, man,’ Eli said. ‘I’m only human.’


This drew no response from Rafi. No put-down. Under normal circumstances there would have been, but this was far from normal.


‘I’ve got to go home,’ Rafi said. ‘I want you to sign me off now and I can get out on a cargo transport in a few hours.’


Eli looked at the taller man, still handsome despite the savage beating he’d got only months ago. Since then, the broken nose had been reconstructed, the ribs mended and the tough fitness regime had left no visible trace of either the injuries or the surgery. 


‘It’s my kibbutz,’ Rafi said. ‘They’re my people. I have to be there, Eli, I’ve got to help. Have you seen what they’re doing to them?’


Eli approached him, he opened his arms and pulled Rafi in close. He squeezed him tight, tried to give him a chance to regroup, then he held Rafi at arm’s length. ‘Achi, bro, you can’t go. Think. Think for a minute. So I agree, I say yes, you find a transport, the airport, the five-hour flight, you tool up and drive down there. You’re talking ten hours minimum.’


Rafi pulled himself away and stalked to the end of the men’s room. He had his back to Eli and his head was down. Rafi’s voice was muffled as he struggled to get the words out. ‘I can bury them, can’t I?’ 


That was too much for Eli who covered his eyes with his hand. He swallowed. ‘I’ll talk to Yuval, he’ll know what to do.’


Four minutes later, Eli sat at his desk with Urit on a chair by his side. She had her laptop open and her entire attention was on the screen. That suited Eli, who didn’t want to have to reassure Urit that they were all going to get through this just fine. 


Bang on time, Yuval hove into view on the big screen on the wall. Usually in meetings, whether face-to-face or on screen like today, the station heads indulged in chit-chat before it began. Talked holidays or kids, books or exhibitions, but today, no one was talking. 


Yuval launched in, but even he looked rattled. ‘This is what we’ve got so far,’ he said. The screen split vertically and a map was superimposed over half of it. ‘There are incursions at all the points ringed in red. They’ve knocked out the army bases, overrun two kibbutzim, and we’re still trying to get in.’


There was an audible groan from Boaz, the young German head of station. Yuval looked annoyed. 


He went on, ‘They’ve taken a lot of hostages and killed a lot of kids. It’s still going on. So…’ Yuval paused, ‘the situation is like this.


As Yuval used the well worn phrase Eli felt some sense of order restored to his life. The world was not going to end. At least, not just yet.


The general meeting lasted ten minutes, and all the station heads were tasked with setting up immediate emergency security protocols within their embassies. That meant making sure that the security teams were tooled up and the armoury had been checked over more than the current protocol of every two weeks. 


Then the analysts were asked to identify all intelligence leads in the territories and Gaza and grade them. This type of focus was usually carried out by Shabak, the internal intelligence service but for now, anything that was germane to the attack would be fed into a central data bank and Unit 8200, army intelligence. 


Yuval dismissed the analysts and eyeballed the other station heads. His large head filled the computer screen, and it would have been less intimidating if he’d sat back, but that was Yuval, he was sending a message. Take control. Eli glanced at his colleagues on the screen, Boaz with his furrowed brow, Csilla for once not the perfectly groomed middle-aged blonde but with her hair dragged back and no make-up, and Carmel with her cropped grey hair, lean and wiry and scared. Her son was in one of the border outposts that had been attacked and she had yet to hear whether he was safe. The only person who seemed unperturbed was Harel, head of France and Belgium. No doubt having his head up the arse of the Minister for Homeland Affairs gave Harel superpowers in terms of sangfroid. Today, Harel had eschewed his Italian suits and was wearing an open-necked polo shirt with an outsized designer logo over the pocket. The grey hair was groomed, and he’d retired the Tag Heuer watch and chosen a Rolex. Thank God he was across the channel and Eli rarely had to work with him. 


‘So, people, I’ve been in a meeting with the boss, Memune, and this is how we see it,’ Yuval said. ‘No surprises, we will be going into Gaza within the next few weeks. It will be dirty and there will be casualties. Our job is to think about what happens afterwards and try to prepare the ground for the regime that will be in place after Hamas has been destroyed or, if not destroyed, decapitated. Understood?’


There were some nods around the table. It wasn’t an invitation to interrupt.


‘The expectation is that there will be a hostage deal and we will send a lot of their people home. That’s what’s happened in the past and that’s what will happen this time.’


‘And then they murder us,’ Csilla said. Eli could see that the comment had just slipped out; they weren’t supposed to comment politically, their job was just to follow the demands of the government. Yuval went on, ‘In your boxes you will find a list of the people we expect to be negotiated for. Among them is Dawood Al-Arikhi, a very important man, code name Butterfly. He’s been our guest at the Ketziot prison for twenty years. As you may know, he was an acolyte of dear old Yasser Arafat and acted as his aide during the Oslo Accords. He’s secular, that’s important.’


‘Why?’ Harel was flicking a fancy pen between index and middle fingers. It was irritating.


‘Good question,’ Yuval said. ‘Because the way forward is secular. Dawood Al-Arikhi is the best hope of replacing Abbas. Our projections are that he’s likely to emerge as leader of the Palestinian Authority and thus our best hope of peace. Your job is to recruit someone who will be capable of working within the new administration as a lochesh. Okay? We need a whisperer. Not some low-life who sells product for cash and burns out after five minutes, but someone who is capable of becoming a minister or a diplomat and can impact policy.’ 


‘I disagree, Yuval,’ Harel said. ‘Who knows what’s going to happen down the line? We need to be dealing with the immediate problem and that’s gathering intelligence to support the war. Maintaining legacy arms supplies with our partners. Because if this gets as bad as it’s likely to, Europe and the US will be screaming about civilian casualties, then it will be arms sanctions and then what?’ Harel said. ‘We need spare parts; we need the bunker buster bombs we’ve paid for.’


‘If it’s over quickly, we’re in, we’re out, then it won’t be a problem,’ Boaz said. ‘And that’s when we need to be prepared for regime change in Gaza.’


‘And if it goes on for months? Then what?’ Harel used his pen to stab the air and emphasise the point. ‘You’re not listening to me, Yuval. We need ordnance, we need bunker buster bombs and we need spare parts now. You know that as well as I do.’


There was silence in the virtual meeting room and Eli could almost hear Yuval thinking it through. Finally, he spoke. 


‘I am listening, Harel. Let’s not kid ourselves, we have hard times ahead. Bad mistakes have been made, the army has been run down and we’ve relied too much on SIGINT. It’s a massive intelligence failure and not just for Aman, for all of us. We underestimated Hamas. But there’s no point killing ourselves or each other, not now. You’re right Harel, we need to think about today and at the same time, we also need to plan for the day after.’


‘Assuming there is a day after,’ Csilla said quietly.


Yuval frowned and only by the smallest shake of his head acknowledged that he’d heard her.


‘Eli, I want you to source, recruit and train the perfect lochesh agent. Get it done. And, Harel, come back to me with a proposal for getting what we need to fight this war.’ 










Chapter 4


The train pulled into Finchley Road tube station and Eli woke up with a jerk. 


He looked around the carriage, aware of the discreet and not so discreet glances from other passengers, who assumed that an unshaven man asleep on the Jubilee line at 4 p.m. on a Saturday afternoon had to be a drunk. Not someone who’d been up since before dawn the previous morning, October 6 – the day before. 


After a deep breath, Eli hauled himself upright and made his way towards the doors, where he could prop himself up. Was he hallucinating? He felt as if was hallucinating as he tried to keep his eyes open. He needed to get off at the next stop, walk to the apartment block, shower away the day and then sleep. Blessed sleep. There was nothing more that he could do, not today.


Once outside the station, Eli trudged towards the apartment, step by step, negotiating the space with passers-by who were out on a sunny Saturday afternoon, young and old, on dates, enjoying their time. A cyclist ahead of him swerved onto the pavement by a letter box and skidded to a halt. That’s when Eli had to stop. The images he’d seen on the screen that morning crashed in on him. With an effort Eli pushed them away and focused on his breath and the steps he was taking to get ever closer to the apartment, to home. To safety. But that was the problem, there was no safety. Not any more. Not for any Jew, anywhere. 


Earlier on in that interminable day, Yossi, the deputy ambassador, had crashed in on Eli’s meeting with Urit for what, at the time, seemed like no particular reason. The visit was camouflaged as thanks for supporting the ambassador and the encouragement Eli had given her to make the rallying speech to the shell-shocked staff. Yet, after the thank-you, Yossi didn’t go. He wanted to talk, to share his feelings, and at first Eli couldn’t work out why Yossi, who always seemed to hate him with an unremitting passion, had chosen Eli to unburden himself to. 


Usually, Yossi looked like an accountant with his boring suits and white shirts. Today was no different – he was as buttoned up as ever on the surface but all you had to do was tap and he cracked open like a soft-boiled egg. 


‘Here we go again,’ Yossi said. 


‘What?’ Eli said.


‘Same old, same old,’ Yossi paced up and down Eli’s office. ‘Rape the women, kill the men, smash the babies’ heads against the walls, it was a fucking pogrom, Eli. It’s what happens to Jews. It’s the exact same story that my great-grandfather told my mum when she was a kid. Every year at Easter the mob came into the village, raped the women, killed the men and smashed the babies’ heads against the wall.’ 


In response, Urit’s shoulders hunched tighter over her laptop, which was starting to look more like a safety blanket than an extension of her brain.


‘Yossi, it’s bad, I’m not denying that,’ Eli said, hoping to get him out of his office and also wondering why he’d been chosen for this outburst. He didn’t have long to wait. 


‘I really dislike you, Eli.’ The deputy ambassador stabbed his finger in Eli’s direction. ‘I dislike every single thing about you. Your arrogance, your intellectual snobbery, your fancy education, your languages, your background and more than anything, this work you’re supposed to do.’ He sneered over the word ‘work’ before he went on. ‘This so-important work you do, that was supposed to protect us and, once again, it didn’t. Did it? You people got it wrong, so fucking wrong that we’ll never get over it.’


Eli got up from behind his desk and assumed his most sympathetic expression. If he couldn’t guide Yossi towards the door, he’d either have to hit him and bundle him out or call security, but those guys were tied up with the emergency protocols. Eli reached out and put a hand on Yossi’s shoulder; when the man turned his agonised face towards him, Eli smelt whiskey. Okay. Now he understood. 


‘Mistakes have been made,’ Eli said as he guided Yossi in the direction of the door. ‘And people will be accountable, but short-term, Yossi, and medium-term, we need to sort out this mess. And that’s what Urit and I are trying to do.’


‘Oh yes, there’ll be inquiries and sackings and the blame game, which has already started but the point is, Eli. Why? Why us? Why can’t we ever be safe?’


By now Eli had opened the door and nudged Yossi into the hallway. ‘Because we’re the chosen people?’ Eli said before he shut the door and punched in the code to slam the bolts. Eli’s office was a safe room, at a switch a metal shutter would come down, to protect against bomb blasts. 


‘Sorry about that, Urit,’ Eli said. ‘Are you okay with the door bolted just in case Yossi wants to come back and continue his enlivening conversation?’ 


She nodded. 


‘Right, where were we? You now have a list of every contact we’ve made during the last twenty years and their connections to the prisoners who are likely to be exchanged. That’s clans, families within the clans, shared geographical locations. How long is the list? I don’t want to know. Is there anybody we’ve worked on who has the right profile to be a lochesh?’


She tapped away as she spoke; it was almost a nervous tic. Or maybe she was typing fast so that he wouldn’t see her chewed nails and how she’d ripped the cuticles. Urit usually dressed herself like a crazed fashion influencer but today she wore jeans and a tee shirt and no make-up. That made her seem younger and more vulnerable. Maybe that’s why she usually chose to paint her face like a clown, to try to protect herself. Or maybe he was just dog-tired and getting fanciful. 


‘So go on, who have you got for us to play with?’ Eli said.


‘There are three, maybe even four, but there’s one standout possibility with an eighty-five per cent chance of success.’


‘Eighty-five per cent? I like it,’ Eli said. ‘Hit me.’


‘He’s at the younger end of the optimum age profile at 24, but he comes from the Al-Arikhi tribe, which is the same one as Butterfly; his branch was displaced in 1948 from Ramallah. They are actually third or fourth cousins. The subject has an uncle in Kentucky who sponsored him to go to university in Kansas, where he’s been studying engineering.’


‘I presume that the fifteen per cent is the geographical issue,’ Eli said. ‘Sounds perfect apart—’


‘Actually, the geographical issue is eight per cent.’ 


‘Sorry, Urit. Okay, don’t give me the statistics, just the facts.’


‘Those are the facts.’


‘Never mind, just go on,’ Eli said. ‘How does the fifteen per cent break down?’


‘Geographical location, age and a brief contact initiative achieved nothing. The subject didn’t want to engage with our people.’


‘Maybe our people didn’t want to schlep to Kansas if there were easier targets closer to the coast.’


‘Possible, based on the data from the US in its entirety.’ Urit tapped away again.


Eli sat on the corner of his desk and closed his aching eyes for a second. This was promising but he was too tired to think any more. He badly needed to sleep. He needed to go home. 


‘Send me the file on the guy.’ Eli stood up and started to shrug himself into his jacket. ‘I’ll read it overnight and we’ll take it from there. Thank you. Good work. Also, and this is important, Urit, it’s been a bad day for everyone. If you feel anxious, it’s no surprise and if you think you may need some help sleeping, Menachem has some anti-anxiety medication. He’s going to be in his office until midnight. Okay? I’ll leave it up to you.’


‘Thank you. I’m good, so far everyone is okay,’ she closed her laptop. ‘There – I’ve just sent the file to you.’


By the door Eli keyed in the door code and the bolts drew back. In an attempt to lighten the mood, he made a play of gingerly pulling at the door and peering outside to see if Yossi was outside, then he held it wide open for Urit. 


‘By the way,’ Eli said, ‘what’s the target’s name?’ 


‘Wasim Al-Arikhi. He knows you as Abu Marwan, hence the high chance of a positive recruitment. His sister was Sweetbait.’


‘Sweetbait? Oh no, not him, did it really have to be him?’


Eli stepped inside the flat in West Hampstead, closed the door behind him and spent a moment leaning against the door. He’d got back. Only a few more actions before he could stretch out on the bed and slip into unconsciousness. What a joy that would be. 


‘Hey, you’re back.’ Gal appeared from the kitchen into the long hallway and strode towards him, her arms open. 


‘Barely.’ Eli let himself be hugged. They stood for several seconds, locked in each other’s arms, saying nothing. Gal pulled away first.


‘Are you all right, babe?’


Eli said nothing. Just shook his head. ‘Let’s not talk about it. I can’t, Gal. I really can’t. Have you spoken to Doron?’


‘Yeah, he’s okay, but Eli… we have to talk about it.’


‘Not tonight. Let me have a shower and a sleep, we can talk tomorrow and the next day and the next day. Nothing is going to change. I don’t want to talk now.’ Eli opened his eyes and noticed that Gal was wearing what he always called her flying outfit; the navy velour tracksuit she used when she travelled, because it had zipped pockets for documents and she was able to sleep in it. It was one of things he admired about her – her planning and organisation.


‘Why are you wearing that?’ Eli said. ‘Are you going somewhere?’


He didn’t expect the answer he got.


‘Yes, I’m going back tonight,’ Gal looked at her watch. ‘I’ve got to leave in about two hours.’


‘What?’


‘Come and sit down in the kitchen. I’m nearly packed. I’ll make you some tea, then you can shower and sleep.’


Eli felt himself being led into the kitchen and seated at the kitchen table almost as if he was a decrepit relative. Meanwhile, Gal busied herself with kettle and cup and, minutes later, she was sitting opposite him and there was black tea in front of him.


‘I tried to phone you,’ Gal said. ‘But all I got was someone who said you were in meetings and she’d pass the message on. I’m just so pleased you got here before I left. Why is nothing working, Eli? It feels like the whole country is falling apart.’


‘It is. And so am I. Why are you going? What have I done now?’


Gal laughed. For the first time in thirty-six hours, Eli felt a lightening in his spirits. 


‘Nothing. Nothing at all. I got a call from Oded at the institute this morning. They’re screaming for people with paediatric PTSD skills and, as you know, the quicker victims get treatment after an event, the greater their chances of recovery. They’re bringing the kids in directly from the battle zones and they’ve got no one to treat them.’


‘But it’s not over, it’s a shitstorm. There are people who were trapped for six hours in safe rooms who were picked off by Hamas, and soldiers who didn’t go in because the comms had been blown out. I’ve been getting through the day, Gal, pretending it’s okay but it isn’t. Rafi tried to go back because his kibbutz was a target but Yuval said no. All we’re doing is planning operations when the whole thing is going to shit around our ears and now you’re leaving me.’


‘Hey, hey,’ Gal reached across the table and took his hand. ‘Eli, you’re tired. Physically and emotionally exhausted. Also traumatised, as we all are. You’re the most grounded and balanced man I’ve ever known, either in or out of my practice. You’ll be okay, Eli. You’re a strong man and we all need to do what we can in the best way that we can.’


Eli said nothing. He just looked at her for a long moment. ‘You’re right, I’m tired. Too tired to think. Have a good flight.’










Chapter 5


Two days later Eli was in the reception area of what was known in the intelligence community as the wedding cake, the MI6 building in Vauxhall. He’d been scanned, searched and badged up, and was now waiting to be escorted to one of the diplomatic meeting rooms on the sixth floor. No matter how many times Eli had been to the stone building, it still fascinated him. From the outside it looked less of a wedding cake and more like a futuristic fortress with towers louring over Vauxhall, but inside, in the reception area, it was all light. On one stone wall there was a massive carved wreath with a crown and ER inset into the wall. Artfully lit, the shadow enhanced the beauty of the sculpture. To its right there was a spiral staircase that led to the gallery and some of the administrative offices, and, of course, on the wall on the ground floor there was a portrait of the King. But what fascinated Eli and where he loved to linger was in front of two crystalline sculptures. A portion at the centre of each had been polished so it was possible to look through it while the remainder of the block was rough and opaque. It was a perfect metaphor for the artistry of intelligence work and Eli knew just how much Gal would have admired it if she’d ever been able to see it.


Eli had had a busy couple of days since his wife had flown home, so busy that he hadn’t processed that she’d gone. That was good. No time to think about anything except moving ahead. He had back-to-back meetings with his unit, with the embassy security jocks and with the nervy diplomats, half of whom were stoned on the meds that Menachem, the embassy doctor, was dishing out like a corner dealer to anyone who wanted them. Whatever. Eli was in no position to suggest how anybody else should cope with the situation, not when it was still a fucking mess and there were hourly updates on just how bad the attacks had been. 


So now here he was, at the feet of the old mandate colonialists, about to beg for a favour. A favour for which there would be the inevitable quid pro quo at some point, because there were no free rides in intelligence and that’s the way it worked. 
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