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        In the past, espionage activity was typically directed towards obtaining political and military intelligence. These targets remain of critical importance but in today’s technology-driven world, the intelligence requirements of a number of countries are wider than before. They now include communications technologies, IT, energy, scientific research, defence, aviation, electronics and many other fields. Intelligence services, therefore, are targeting commercial as well as government-related organisations. They sometimes do this on behalf of state-owned or sponsored companies in their own countries.
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        We are talking here of an elaborate, comprehensive system for spotting foreign technologies, acquiring them by every means imaginable and converting them into weapons and competitive goods. There is nothing like it anywhere else in the world. The system is enormous, befitting a nation of one point three billion, and operates on a scale that dwarfs China’s own legitimate S&T enterprise.

        
          Chinese Industrial Espionage, William C. Hannas, James Mulvenon and Anna B. Puglisi
        

      

      
        Life is first boredom, then fear.

        
          Philip Larkin
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Great Falls, Maryland. The recent past

      The sound of the shot made the outdoor diners at a nearby restaurant lift their eyes and turn, wondering, from their conversations. They looked across the parking lot, towards the trees. There, partly hidden by azalea bushes and undergrowth, a car rocked momentarily on its suspension. Startled birds rose in the warm air.

      The first intrepid soul to leave his table and approach the vehicle was a former Marine of broad back and strong stomach. He picked his way past the vegetation and peered through the windscreen, then backed away shaking his head – whether in sorrow or disgust it was hard to say. A single body, he reported, male, in the driver’s seat, the back of the head shot away, suggesting a self-inflicted wound. Blood all over the place. The hand holding the weapon was limp and curiously positioned, turned back on itself in the well between the seats.

      The diners called their children to them. Some paid their bills and left hurriedly. The police and paramedics arrived, then a detective, then a forensic investigator from the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. The male in the driver’s seat was declared dead. The investigator picked his way around the car, leaned into it, made copious notes. Photographs were taken, and evidence bagged and tagged. Finally, the body was manoeuvred from the car and laid upon a gurney.

      The dead man was of sixty-some years. He wore a well-cut suit and a silk tie for the day of his death. He appeared prosperous, trim, fit, lightly tanned. He wore a silver beard, trimmed close to the jaw. On his right wrist was an extremely expensive watch, a Breguet. This was odd, thought the forensic examiner, since it would suggest left-handedness, yet the weapon, a Sig .357, was in the right.

      The forensic examiner pondered the strangeness of it all – out here on the edge of the city, in the trees, near a popular restaurant and a pretty canal, a place for day trips, for hikes; the suit and tie, the sense of orderliness and authority they hinted at. And as he did so, the FBI arrived, as he knew they would. For the man’s identity – quickly established from his wallet and the federal government identification tag in his inside pocket – was already sending tremors through Washington, DC. He was, apparently, a senior official of the State Department – not a diplomat, but an intelligence analyst by the name of Jonathan Monroe. And when such people – the holders of security clearances that allowed them into the most secret compartments of this most secretive of cities – took their own lives, all the worst assumptions frothed and bubbled around their cadavers. Was it corruption? Sex? Was he coerced, compromised, cuckolded? Was he, God help us all, a spy?

      Two FBI special agents waited politely to talk to him, and for a moment the examiner looked skyward at the circling birds, felt the sun on his face. Such a death was not uncommon in Washington: the pressure, the secrecy, the sheer viciousness of the place ate away at people.

      But such a death was rarely uncomplicated.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE
          

          
            
              
              The Possible
            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 1
            

          

        

      

      
Beijing. The recent past

      Granny Poon came in dry as a bone, this time.

      She carried no handheld, no tracker. Nothing to leak a signal, however faint. She would leave no signature, no spoor. She would float through the digital medium like a dust mote in dark, quiet air.

      She took a bus from the airport. She paid in cash and turned her face from the cameras that monitored her boarding. The bus crawled into the city and she watched the tower blocks creep past, the concrete rendered gold in the late summer sunlight.

      Bone dry. Alone.

      That was the way of it, she thought. She looked down at her hands, their liver spots, veins rising from the dry, papery skin. She wondered if this might, perhaps, be the last time.

      Let’s see what this stupid old woman can do.

       

      The restaurant was packed with market traders and migrant workers, the air clattering and heavy with grease, the reek of sorghum spirit. They came here for the Shanxi food, the bowls of fatty lamb and shaved noodles. She had come in good time to watch from the scrubby park across the street, sitting still in the warm twilight, clutching a walking stick and her purse. She had made two passes before entering, tottering along the sidewalk in dark glasses, wheezing. Now she occupied a corner table. The waitress smiled at her, called her ayi, auntie, a sweet girl. She ordered Cat’s Ear Noodles heaped with garlic bolts and tomatoes, the broth thick with cumin, laced with black vinegar. The girl caught her accent, the sibilant sing-song of the south, and smiled, tilting her head questioningly. Eileen Poon just nodded.

      And now Eileen waited, and watched. She waited for a particular moment, one rapidly approaching, whose exact location in time had been determined months previously, perhaps years. She watched for the anomaly, the ripple on the surface of the crowd.

      Not long now.

      The girl came and placed before her a steaming bowl, plastic chopsticks wrapped in a napkin. A glass of tea. She picked at the noodles, letting the seconds tick down. She allowed her gaze to float and settle, float and settle.

      Nothing.

      Nothing but the bark and clatter of the restaurant, steam rising from the bowls and curling in the afternoon light, the ruddy-faced men leaning into their food, pouring the sorghum spirit from the little green bottles, tossing it back.

      Time, now.

      She laid her chopsticks down, got shakily to her feet, one hand leaning on the table, the other clutching her purse. The sweet waitress was there, asking if she needed anything.

      ‘Cesuo,’ she said. Toilet.

      The girl gestured to the back of the restaurant, a corridor. Eileen Poon tottered past the busy tables, down the corridor, past stacks of greasy chairs, an empty fish tank. The noise receded.

      The door to the toilet was of plywood and stood half open. She went in, felt for a light switch, locked the door behind her and stifled her breathing against the ammonia stench. From a squat toilet a pipe snaked up the wall to the cistern. She took a pair of latex gloves from her purse and put them on. She ran her hand up and down the pipe, feeling behind it. Nothing there. She opened the toilet paper dispenser. Nothing. Beneath the hand washbasin, she found a cupboard. She opened it and ran her hands around the inside.

      And just there, deep in the cupboard’s filthy recesses, taped to the underside of the basin, a packet of White Rabbit milk candy.

      Eileen worked the packet free, peeled the tape from it, and put it in a plastic bag. She threw the tape and the latex gloves into the toilet and put the plastic bag containing the candy in her purse.

      She waited for a moment, steadied herself. She flushed the toilet and washed her hands, unlocked the door and made her way back down the corridor.

      A little flutter of relief. Well, that’s that part done, she thought.

      Now the difficult part.

      She emerged into the restaurant and stopped. The roar of talk and laughter and the rattle of crockery broke over her. She reached beyond the sound and the visual clutter. Was he here, the bringer of White Rabbit candy? Was he watching? Or she? She felt around the room for a gaze, for a look a little too laden with meaning, for the tilt down of the head, the turn away.

      Nothing.

      She walked slowly back to her table, sat, drank her tea.

      The sweet girl brought her bill.

      ‘You didn’t like the noodles?’ she said.

      ‘Too much,’ said Eileen.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said the girl.

      ‘Mei shi.’ No matter. She raised her frail old hand, waved away the girl’s concern. She peered at the bill and counted out yuan notes from her purse, her frugality on show. The girl smiled, waited patiently. Eileen put on her dark glasses and stood to leave – the egress protocol was complicated, calling for some quick street work and a weave through the subway system, alone. She took her stick and walked to the front door. The waitress was there, holding the door, lovely girl, saying, ‘Manman zou.’ Go carefully.

      Eileen stepped out of the restaurant into the warm evening. She stood on the sidewalk, fussing with her purse, her stick, scanning the street, the pavement, counting, watching: a boy in a Chicago Bulls cap, staring at his phone, moving slowly west; a silver SUV, and behind it a Yamaha motorbike, yellow, the boy riding it in a white T-shirt, moving quickly; a couple, deep in conversation, with shopping bags and a purple backpack.

      And a man on a bench.

      The very same bench, the one that afforded a clear view of the restaurant, that Eileen Poon had taken advantage of earlier in the day.

      The man wore a cream, short-sleeved shirt and grey cotton slacks. He sat with his knees together. He held a folded newspaper in his lap, but looked straight ahead. His hair was grey and thinning and combed back from the forehead. Some oil or pomade may have been used.

      Eileen Poon absorbed these details in an instant, fixed them in her mind.

      And who are you? 

      She surveyed him from behind her dark glasses. Even at this distance she saw that the hands that lay in his lap were small and smooth. His cheeks and chin were smooth, too, as if scrubbed with pumice. He evinced cleanliness. A fastidious man, this. One with well-kept nails, shiny shoes. He sat very still. And it was his stillness, she realised, that had drawn her eye to him. He sat as if in prayer, and his eyes were small, dark stones.

      She looked both ways, made to cross the street. A bus drew up, obscuring her view of the park, the bench, the man. When it pulled out and away again, he was gone.

       

      In her hotel room, later, after the streets and the subway and the sidewalks, Eileen Poon sat on the edge of the bed in darkness and removed her shoes, massaged her aching feet for a moment. The visage of the smooth-cheeked man lay fixed just behind her retina, and now she worked it deep into her memory.

      During half a lifetime of secret work on behalf of Her Majesty’s Government, Eileen had built within herself a vast mental vault peopled with places, faces, postures, gaits, voices, accents, atmospheres and encounters, every one of them specific and immediate to her, every one available for instant recall. For, when it came down to it, the practitioners of secret intelligence working along Asia’s Pacific Rim were relatively few in number. Oh, the listeners and cyber sleuths and local security thugs numbered in the millions. But the professionals – the agent runners, the handlers, the watchers and the street artists – not so many. And Eileen, of anyone, could spot them. To Granny Poon the street artist – the finest in Asia, Hopko said – the skills of recall and connection were central to intelligence work, and her astounding capacity for both was the reason that the United Kingdom’s Secret Intelligence Service had kept faith with the Poon family for forty years. Hopko valued Granny Poon’s gifts. You’re my eyes, Eileen, she had once said. You’re my memory.

      But of Fastidious Man, Eileen found nothing.

      She held the image of him in her mind, allowed it to drift and move. She made demands of it. Tell me why you sat on the bench, at that time, in that way. Tell me what it was in your look that hinted at awareness, of resources available to you. Tell me about intention, how it manifests in a person. Tell me why I know you, even though I don’t. Tell me about White Rabbit milk candy.

      She stood, walked to the desk, turned on the lamp and pulled the curtains closed. She went to her suitcase and took from it a second pair of latex gloves and a face mask, and put them on. She took also a rubber mat wrapped in cellophane. She unwrapped the mat and laid it on the desk. She walked to the bathroom, and took from her sponge bag a box containing a pair of nail scissors and a pair of tweezers, both in sterile wrap.

      She sat at the desk, her purse before her.

      Using the tweezers, she removed the bag containing the White Rabbit candy from the purse, then used the nail scissors to cut it open. With the tweezers, she took twelve pieces of candy from the packet, each individually wrapped in waxy red and blue paper, with twists at each end. She laid them out side by side on the mat. Carefully, she began to unwrap each one, delicately working the gobbets of chewy white candy from the paper.

      When she reached the seventh, she knew she had found it. She felt its different density, the uniformity of its shape. She unwrapped the waxy paper. Inside, no milk candy, but a white plastic capsule, hard and smooth. Upon closer examination, the capsule revealed a join at its middle, as if it were in two parts. Eileen pulled gently and with a snick the two halves came away to reveal a foam centre, and encased in the foam was a tiny drive, no bigger than a finger nail. She held the drive in the tweezers for a moment, wondering.

      Movement in the corridor.

      Eileen looked around, towards the door, sitting very still. A burst of laughter, then nothing.

      She listened. More movement, in a room down the corridor, perhaps.

      Nothing there, she thought. Why so jumpy? Stupid old woman.

      She pushed the drive back into its foam recess, clicked the two sides of the capsule together. She rewrapped the capsule in its candy wrapper, replaced it in the packet with the others, put the candy back in the bag, the bag back in the purse.

      Just candy. In a purse.

      This operation, she thought, had an austere feel to it. Very quiet, very deep. Very hard-edged. Just her, dry as a bone. Not even her sons. If Peter or Frederick had been with her they could have sniffed Fastidious Man, filmed him, listened to him, run him through the servers, found him out. She thought of the man’s stillness, his unnatural posture.

      From the street, the sound of a car accelerating, too aggressively, too fast.

      She stood, pulled the curtain away from the wall a little, looked into the dark.

      In nearly forty years on the street, Eileen Poon had learned the virtue of solid cover and pure nerve. She knew to brazen it out, not to run. Every little drama, every midnight flit, left unanswered questions in its wake, left chambermaids calling the shift manager, slack-jawed security officers reviewing the camera footage, accountants looking at your credit card. And soon someone notices. And then the someone starts paying attention, looking for patterns. And before you know it he’s in your phone, your laptop, your apartment, watching you move, sniffing the air as you pass. Better to sit still, wait, move deliberately, calmly.

      And yet. A packet of White Rabbit candy currently residing in her purse screamed, Run. Now.

      She stood motionless and listened again, her stomach churning. Fear did not come often to her. Why tonight?

      She picked up the phone and called room service.

      ‘Wei? Yes. I want club sandwich. But no mayonnaise. You understand? No mayonnaise. Yes, lettuce, tomato, want. No mayonnaise. Mayonnaise give me irritable bowel. Also, Bloody Mary, large one.’

      She put down the phone, and went back to her purse, pulling out the packet of candy, feeling in it for the capsule. She put the capsule in a sterile evidence bag. She knelt by the curtains. They were heavy, floor length, of some dun-coloured material. Using the nail scissors, she unpicked two inches of hem, slipped the bag and capsule in, used a needle and thread to tack the hem, let the curtains fall.

      By the time the food arrived, she had changed into a cotton nightgown and had donned a hairnet and sat on the bed, watching a Chinese news channel. A parade was planned, said the reporter. A grand military parade! Through central Beijing, past Tiananmen Gate, to mark the anniversary of China’s great victory in the War of Resistance Against Japan. There would be twelve thousand goose-stepping troops, stealth fighters overhead. In preparation, the authorities were seeding clouds and setting monkeys to roam the city’s parks. The monkeys were tasked with killing birds, though it was unclear to Eileen Poon why the birds might pose a security threat. ‘As the tanks roll down Beijing’s central thoroughfare,’ said the reporter, ‘the people’s unity will reach its peak.’

      The waiter pushed a little clinking trolley to her, and lifted a plastic cover to reveal her sandwich.

      ‘Club sandwich. No mayonnaise,’ he said. ‘Bloody Mary.’

      He didn’t meet her eye. She tipped him and he left quickly.

      She ate the sandwich fast, tipped the Bloody Mary down the sink, turned the television and the lights off, listened. Waited. She badly wanted to smoke a beedi, one of the reeking Indian cigarillos she bought in bunches tied with string from the little store in Wan Chai.

      The night spooled out endlessly. Fear slowed time down. She forced herself to think of her boys, back in Hong Kong awaiting her return, waiting to signal She’s back. She thought of the hand-off to Hopko. Where would it be? Geneva? Bangkok? She thought of dropping the capsule into Hopko’s waiting hand, her smile, the venal look that would frame her eye.

      And the fuss Hopko would make of her. Hopko would take her for a nice dinner, and give her presents from London, the shortbread from Fortnum’s for which Eileen had such a weakness. It would be just the two of them, nobody else. Because this operation – she didn’t even have a codename for it – was theirs alone. Just Eileen Poon and Valentina Hopko. Twice she had been into Beijing in the last eight months at Hopko’s order, dry as a bone each time. Twice she had cleared an old-fashioned dead drop loaded by an agent she never saw. Did Hopko even know who he was? This one is special, Eileen, Hopko had said. This one has the scent of greatness on him. And he’s just for us, Eileen. Not even for your boys.

      Restless, she puffed her pillows, smoothed her nightgown, sipped water to ease the dryness in her mouth, listened to the hiss of the air conditioning.

      She had known other long nights. Nights when she feared State Security was at the corner, on the street, at the door. Nights with her nerves writhing and sleep a distant, treacherous shore. Nights when nothing had happened, and when everything had happened. Nights long ago when numbers crackling across the shortwave frequencies told her ABORT ABORT, and she’d burned her passport and run through the backstreets of Chengdu or Semarang or Hanoi. Why such unease tonight?

      Perhaps three times was enough. Perhaps it was time.

      At four or so, she dozed, and at five she watched the grey light filter in from a crack in the curtains.

      If they come, she thought, it will be now.

      She got up and put on a pink shirt and tan hiking pants that reached halfway down her blue-veined calves, and a pair of sneakers. She stretched, pushed away the wheeze and shuffle of yesterday, and readied herself to move fast.

      She thought of Fastidious Man, his smooth cheeks, his little hands. She wondered what it might be like to be touched by those hands. What they would feel like on her cheek, her waist, her breast. She wondered if, in a way, he was touching her now.

      She knelt, extracted the capsule in its polythene bag from the hem of the curtain and returned it to the packet of candy, before packing it in her carry-on.

      She stopped at the door to her room, listened, calmed herself.

      An operation is a whisper, Hopko had once said to her. Don’t make it an argument.
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Sorong, West Papua, Indonesia

      Mangan entered the shop through a ragged plastic shower curtain. The interior was all clutter. Half-refurbished laptops were strewn about, piles of boxes, cell phones, tablets. From behind the counter, the Javanese woman – toothy, powdered, hair in a bun – eyed him. Mangan was conscious of his own dishevelment: he was unshaven, his T-shirt hanging limply from his awkward, lanky frame, his jeans had gone baggy at the knees, and on his feet were flip-flops, on his back the scraggy backpack. The shop smelled of clove cigarettes and damp.

      ‘You back again,’ said the woman.

      ‘Yup,’ said Mangan.

      ‘What you want this time?’

      ‘Same as before,’ said Mangan.

      She frowned.

      ‘Phone card?’ she said.

      ‘Yes. Please.’

      She flicked an accusatory finger at him.

      ‘You just buy. One week.’

      ‘I want another. The same. Pre-paid. No name.’

      She was giving him a stern look now.

      ‘Why you want?’

      ‘Is it important why?’

      ‘You already have. Why you want one more?’

      ‘I lost it. Now can I have another one?’

      She paused, considering. He looked at her, and caught in her eye the tick of calculation. He realised that something was happening he didn’t understand, a tinge of alarm bleeding into his chest, his stomach.

      ‘What’s the problem?’ he said.

      She shook her head, looked down.

      ‘What’s the problem?’ he said again.

      ‘No problem,’ she said.

      She reached into a glass-fronted case behind her, and from a filthy tangle of cables, old phones and chargers, extracted an envelope. She handed it to him. He felt the hard little SIM card through the paper.

      ‘Six million rupiah,’ she said. About four hundred US dollars.

      ‘Six?’ said Mangan. ‘Why the price rise?’

      She shrugged.

      ‘What’s changed since last week?’ he said softly.

      She pointed upward with her forefinger.

      ‘Price go up.’ She wouldn’t meet his eye. ‘You pay now.’

      Very alert now, he leaned across the counter, smiled, laid his hand on her forearm. He felt her tense under his touch.

      ‘What’s changed?’

      She said nothing.

      ‘I’ll pay the price, and I won’t come back here again. Okay? Just tell me.’

      She licked her lips.

      ‘You. Problem.’

      ‘What? What problem?’

      ‘Some people they come here. Ask about you.’

      ‘They asked about me? Who? What did they say?’

      ‘They say if I have seen Inggris. Tall man. Hair red colour, like you.’

      ‘Did they know my name?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘What did you tell them?’

      She shook her head, her finger-wagging gone now. He let his voice rise a little.

      ‘What did you fucking tell them?’

      ‘I say… I say I see you. But I don’t know where you go. Where you stay.’

      His hand was still on her forearm. He felt a prickling of his scalp.

      ‘Who were they?’

      ‘Orang Cina.’ Chinese, the words coated in contempt. She paused. ‘They have photo. You.’

      ‘They showed you a photo?’

      She nodded. He took back his hand. She was staring at the counter. He counted out notes from his wallet, dropped them in front of her. She reached out to take them, but he planted his finger on them, pinning them.

      ‘The card,’ he said. ‘It’s good?’

      She nodded.

      ‘It register, but name not true. Is okay.’

      He kept the money pinned to the counter.

      ‘And now?’

      She looked up at him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’ll call them, won’t you? The orang Cina. They told you to call them.’

      She blinked, then made a what can I do gesture, holding her hands out.

      ‘If I not call, then…’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘They say they make trouble for me. For family. They say they tell polis, make big trouble.’ She was becoming agitated.

      ‘Why did they come to you?’

      She looked blank.

      ‘They ask many place. Hotel, phone place, internet place.’

      Jesus Christ.

      ‘Did they say anything else?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘What you do?’ she said. ‘You are criminal? You are thief.’

      He took his finger off the rupiah notes, let her take them.

      ‘I didn’t do anything. I’m just a journalist. Wartawan.’ He pointed at himself. ‘Wartawan.’

      He let her take the money, pocketed the SIM card, and left.
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Washington, DC

      Patterson found the apartment on an online listing service, and she loved it immediately. It was off 18th Street, a tiny top floor with big windows in an elderly brick row house. An iron fire escape bore rows of plant pots. Below, a cobbled courtyard.

      The owner seemed reluctant, worried about her lack of credit history, and when they met was visibly startled: the British accent on the phone didn’t match the blackness of her person, apparently. In the end, the diplomatic passport prevailed, and the owner, a smooth, highlighted matriarch in beige, pushed the rental agreement across the table for her to sign.

      Now Patterson sat on the bed in shorts and T-shirt, the windows open, allowing the sultry late-summer air to move a little. The walls were a clean, bright white, the floors of dark wood. I need some rugs, she thought, some colour. She walked to the kitchen and ran her hands over the stainless-steel fittings. She’d never lived anywhere like this.

      And so, she reflected, began her period of exile and disgrace. No rap on the knuckles, more like a vicious backhander to the face, the Service’s way of telling her: You are a monumental, gold-plated fuck-up. Hopko’s way of telling her: You are not ready for operations, nor will you be until you grow up. So here she was. In a gorgeous flat, in a strange new city, where she was of interest, exotic almost. The tall, broad-shouldered black woman who spoke like an English army officer because she’d been one, who was with the Embassy, but whose role was never quite spelled out. Fascinating creature.

      Could be worse, she supposed, even as it was humiliating and awful.

      She stepped out onto the fire escape, looked across the rooftops. A low city. None of the caverns of New York or Chicago. And then, from beneath her, a mock-dramatic gasp, and a voice.

      ‘Is it? I think it is!’

      ‘It is!’

      ‘Yes, it definitely is!’

      ‘A neighbour!’

      She looked down. Two of them, a man and woman, both in sunglasses and shorts. They had pulled cushions out onto the fire escape and were holding wine glasses and looking up at her.

      The woman, white but tanned, with dirty blonde curls, raised her glass.

      ‘Hail, neighbour. Come down and make yourself known.’

      ‘Yes, come on down.’ He was slender, paler, dark haired. He waved her down.

      Patterson’s immediate response was to pull back. Who are they?

      They are two people sitting on a fire escape drinking wine, in a new place, a new city.

      ‘Oh, well, hi,’ she said.

      ‘Hi, yourself. Get on down here. Get a glass, Este.’

      ‘Comin’ up.’ He crawled through their window and disappeared. Patterson started down the iron stairway.

      ‘Nice apartment, huh. We were wondering when it was going to be let. It’s been empty for weeks.’ She held out a hand. ‘I’m Emily.’

      ‘I’m Trish. And yes, it’s a lovely flat.’

      The woman was looking at her over the top of her sunglasses.

      ‘Este. Quick. This person appears to be something other than ’Murican.’

      The man was reappearing through the window clutching a wine glass. ‘I hear it. I hear it. Hi. I’m Esteban.’ He passed her the glass, and he gave her a quick, light smile that disarmed her.

      ‘I’m Trish. And I’m British,’ she said. He was pouring wine for her.

      ‘Welcome, British Trish,’ Emily said, holding up her wine glass. ‘What brings you to these shores?’

      ‘I’m a diplomat. I’m with the British Embassy.’

      The two of them made I’m impressed faces at each other.

      ‘Well, that raises the tone around here,’ said Esteban. ‘Which section?’ He spoke as if he knew embassy geography intimately.

      ‘Oh. Trade section.’

      ‘Riiiiight. You’ll be busy. Won’t she, Em?’ He turned and gestured to Emily. ‘Em here is on the Hill, dubiously attached to a congressional committee with dubious oversight of trade agreements. Wouldn’t you say, Em?’

      ‘On the nail. We’ll have plenty to talk about.’

      Shit.

      ‘Well, terrific,’ she said. Both of them were looking at her. She sipped her wine. ‘What about you, Esteban?’

      ‘Oh, K Street. But in a good way.’

      She decided to play it for a laugh.

      ‘I have absolutely no idea what that means,’ she said. They did laugh, but it was polite. Emily spoke.

      ‘It means he belongs to that class of bloodsuckers known as lobbyists. He loiters around the offices of congressmen and tries to influence them with flattery and favours and money. Fact-finding trips to Vegas, the Bahamas. Campaign contributions. Private jets. It’s pathetic.’

      He was nodding, grinning. Emily went on.

      ‘Though in Este’s case, he’s not looking for defence contracts or drilling rights, he’s trying to get clean energy legislation passed, so perhaps he will escape the fiery pit of hell.’

      ‘I’m a shit in a good cause,’ said Este. ‘And it suits me, right, Em? Have you always been a diplomat?’

      ‘No, I used to be a soldier, believe it or not,’ Patterson said.

      ‘I can believe it,’ said Emily. ‘You look fit, tough.’ She clenched a fist, made a fierce face.

      ‘Wow. Really? Did you serve in…?’ Esteban let the sentence hang. He doesn’t know if it’s polite to ask, she thought.

      ‘Yes, yes,’ she said. ‘Three tours. Iraq and Afghanistan.’ She smiled. Both of them looked as if she’d announced a death in the family.

      ‘That must have been… intense.’ Emily said. She spoke as if war were an alternate universe, incomprehensible.

      ‘Yes, it was. It was. Intense.’ She smiled again, not wanting to make a thing of it.

      But, there, sliding through the space behind her eyes, was the road of yellow-brown dust, a boy on a moped. He was barefoot, and as he pulled away from her, he looked back with a smile and those eyes that just glowed, and then he was gone. She could hear the insect rasp of the engine, the gear changes, could feel the weight of her own body armour in the heat.

      ‘Well, now look,’ Emily said, signalling a change of subject. ‘Let us come clean with you. We have a terrible ulterior motive in bringing you here and plying you with alcohol. Have some more wine, actually. Este.’ Ulterior motive? Esteban reached over and filled her glass. It was a lovely, crisp white from Oregon.

      ‘I’m afraid so,’ said Este. ‘Do you want to ask her, or shall I?’

      Patterson felt a jolt of irritation.

      ‘The thing is,’ Emily was twisting her fingers into a knot, trying to look cute. She did look cute. Very, Patterson thought.

      ‘The thing is…’

      She looked cute and awkward. So did Esteban. What the fuck do they want?

      Emily gave an exaggerated sigh.

      ‘Do you think, just possibly, that we might implore you to… not wear your shoes in the apartment?’

      What? 

      Esteban was looking at her with a mock-desperate expression.

      ‘It’s just, the previous guy, he stomped around up there in his shoes on those wooden floors and for us, it’s like an earthquake down here,’ he said. ‘Like, showers of dust from the ceiling, and six thirty in the morning, stomp, crash. It was awful. And he wouldn’t put any rugs down, and it was like, dude, seriously?’

      ‘Yes, rugs. We’ll buy you rugs. We’ll take you to the best rug place and buy you rugs.’ Emily was starting to look worried; Patterson realised she had her flinty expression on, and forced her face into a smile.

      ‘Of course. Good Lord. Of course. Shoes off. Absolutely. No problem.’

      Emily gave an exaggerated sigh of relief and ran her hand through those curls, and Este cracked a huge grin.

      ‘I was thinking of getting some rugs, anyway,’ Patterson said. ‘The place needs some colour.’

      ‘I’m likin’ this one,’ said Esteban.

      ‘Oh, we’re likin’ this one a lot,’ said Emily.

      Later, Patterson microwaved a pizza and sat by the open window in the hot dark, eating, watching, listening. A siren, a helicopter, snatches of speech, and the rustle of cicadas in the gingko trees, and beneath it all the city’s sub-aural thrum.

      The boy was still there, just on the edge of sight, bobbing along on his moped, the glowing coals in his eyes.

      His presence brought a sour pain, right to the centre of her, somewhere between heart and gut, the pain a perfect alchemy of self-blame and sick regret. He was still there when she tried to sleep. My habashi, he used to call her in his reedy boy’s voice. My Ethiopian. My black woman. And all she could do was to imagine laying down her weapon in the yellow-brown dust, shucking off her body armour and unlacing her boots, walking away.
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Silver Spring, Maryland

      Pearl had finished her calculus problems, prepared for the next day’s class, cleaned out her backpack of crumpled paper, hairbands, leaking pens and candy-bar wrappers, tidied her room and put away her laundry, and in Pearl Tao’s world such endeavours merited a pause, a moment on her bed wrapped in a fleece blanket, alone with her phone.

      She needed the blanket because the air conditioning was on, and her father always set it at about ten below zero and her room turned into a walk-in refrigerator and she froze, so she pulled the blanket tight about her and snuggled in among her pillows and soft toys: a Tigger, a pink unicorn, an Elmo. It was evening, and low sunlight flooded the room, painting the walls a golden orange. The smell of her mother’s cooking was drifting up the stairs.

      She took a picture of herself, her face half out of shot, her tongue out, the blanket pulled up around her neck, the sunlight reflected in her glasses. She peered at the image. Her complexion was, well, as usual, the spattering of spots and welts on her pale skin, the breaking-out around the nose, pores like a lunar landscape. She had put her dreary, featureless hair up in a bun. Her mother urged her to wear make-up, but when she did her skin turned really volcanic. She sighed, and sent the picture to Cal, the phone emitting a crisp, metallic ting as it went.

      She heard the front door closing. Her father was home. She looked up from her phone. Was he coming upstairs? No. She heard the murmur of her parents’ conversation below her. They were speaking Mandarin, in their furtive way. She heard the scrape of the kitchen chair as he sat heavily, and her mother padding about, putting away his jacket and his briefcase and taking him tea that he’d blow on and sip noisily.

      
         

        Ting.

      

      It was Cal. A photo of him in his lab coat, holding a handwritten sign that read: MUKBANG!!!! munchigirl!!

      She texted back: new one?

      
         

        For reals she does like a ton of hot sauce.

      

      Pearl found herself smiling.

      
         

        ok imma watch

      

      She streamed the video. munchigirl was in her bedroom, as usual, somewhere near Shanghai, judging from the girl’s accent. Somewhere out in Zhejiang, maybe? She wore a strappy top that showed her shoulders, and her eye make-up gave her that manga princess look. She had a little pout, and beautiful hair. On the table in front of her was a colossal bowl of rice, a stewed chicken, a pot of what looked like hongshao rou, red-cooked pork. munchigirl, deadpan, introduced all the dishes and talked briefly about their ingredients. She picked up a pair of chopsticks and set about the chicken, dunking each mouthful in scarlet chilli sauce and holding it out to the camera so the viewer could see. She was mostly silent, but held eye contact with the viewer, and each little murmur of appreciation – Mmm, this is good. Ooh, so spicy – brought a rush of likes and dislikes and comments skating across the screen. A lot of men seemed to want to marry her. She continued eating, unperturbed, holding Pearl’s gaze. The scene felt intimate to Pearl, as if munchigirl were her friend or a sibling sitting across the table, sharing a meal, allowing her in. Pearl scrolled through it, a full hour of video. munchigirl ate all the food, and then signed off with a peace sign and a sing-song, Bye-byeeeee.

      She texted Cal.

      
        
           

          lol how she not fat like a dumpster

          I know right?

          u like her

          mm yeah my type. Specially the false eyelashes

        

      

      Cal loved these videos, considered himself an aficionado of the weird web. He watched hours of Ukrainian women brushing their hair, people getting put in plaster casts, community dancing.

      
        
           

          Wot u doing now

          In lab finishing up. Hey come tomorrow after class.

          wait why?

          something to show you!!!!!

          k

          making baozi this Saturday. yum. Pork and jiucai.

        

      

      Pearl felt a twinge of apprehension. Was that an invitation? She bit her lip and thought for a moment.

      
         

        k. see you tmrow

      

      She heard her mother’s tread on the stairs, and clicked quickly away from Cal’s texts. There was a tremulous tapping at her bedroom door.

      ‘Dinner’s ready.’

      Pearl watched the door.

      ‘I’m not hungry,’ she said.

      A pause.

      ‘You should come and eat something.’

      ‘Ma, I’m not hungry, really.’

      Her mother tiptoed away.

       

      They didn’t come for Mangan straight away.

      He made himself available, wandering about in public places, sitting at a roadside café eating grilled fish and nasi goreng, watching the street in the hot, clammy evening. He heard the call to prayer as the dusk came down, and felt for a moment taken out of himself, a momentary release from fear.

      Mangan knew fear now as his natural condition. It was an acrid cloud in the pit of his stomach, rising, falling, expanding, contracting. He measured his experiences by it. He felt for it now, its sour pulse as he gnawed on the fish, picking the bones from his mouth.

      When would they come?

      Perhaps they would just watch.

      He ordered another beer and the boy brought it, cold and dewy, and he held the bottle against his forehead for a moment, then took a long pull. He lit a clove cigarette and worked through his options.

      Option one. Skip town. Move, make a hard target. Staying still makes you vulnerable. Get somewhere safe, busy, crowded, anonymous. Kuala Lumpur, maybe. Singapore. Move.

      But the harder you run, the harder they chase. Running just excites them.

      Or.

      Option two. Do what London keeps screaming at you to do. Get on a plane. Come in, Philip. You did everything we asked, and we know how hard it’s been. Oh, and we might have a few questions. Hard questions, Mangan thought, to be administered by some very skilled, very hard men. He wondered where they’d do it. Not the swanky little mews house in Paddington where they normally kept him. Somewhere quiet, he thought, out in the dank English countryside. A place you can’t see from the road, with fences and low brick buildings and a military policeman on the gate. We are very patient, Philip, but we are going to need to talk to you. He heard Hopko’s voice and felt the uptick in anxiety that always accompanied it.

      Or.

      Option three. Do what the handlers tell you. Do what Patterson said, months, centuries ago, back in the Paddington house. When things have gone to shit, Philip, live your cover. Be who you are, or who your cover says you are. Sleep, eat, make a plan. Resoluteness and a good story, that’s what you need.

      They knew he was here, in Sorong. How? Some infestation on the laptop, firing off a digital flare each time he logged on? Impossible to tell. The phone? But he’d been living on burners, bought in damp stores down muddy side streets, places that sold supposedly untraceable SIM cards. Just the sort of place they’d look, you idiot.

      Unless the woman had sold him, of course. Here’s someone interesting. Anxious, scruffy bulé paying top dollar for burners. Tall. Red hair. Green eyes. Can’t miss him. And someone had mentioned it to someone whose ears had pricked up and they’d mentioned it to someone else, and the knowledge of Mangan’s whereabouts had floated, like a splinter on the tide, towards the gaping maw of Chinese intelligence.

      For the last five weeks he had zig-zagged the length of the Indonesian archipelago – boats, small planes, then buses lumbering through lush forests, down red earth roads, shuddering to their appointed halts in tiny, forgotten villages where the barefoot men in sarongs held fighting cocks under their arms and stood and stared. He had slept in dingy hotels in out-of-the-way towns. He had lived his cover. Philip Mangan, progressive journalist, liberated from the controlling exigencies of the corporate media, roams Asia mapping the marginal, narrating the unspoken. He’d written obscure stories and posted them on the website. One on land use in Ambon. Migrating Home: Displaced Muslims and Christians Struggle to Reconcile Claims to Land and Genealogy. Another on the schooners that ply the routes between Indonesia’s islands. Crafting the Modern: the Pinisi Boats of the Archipelago. He’d loved writing these pieces, had tried to make them true, despite their daft titles.

      But for all the truth in the writing, the pieces themselves and the website on which he posted them were fictions. Fictions dreamed up, built and paid for by clever tech wallahs in the basement of VX. The fictions of cover.

      At what point, he thought, do I also become a fiction? Or am I one already?

      He stood unsteadily and dropped rupiah notes on the table, looked out cautiously into the twilight. The air smelled of kerosene, cigarette smoke and, running beneath, the sea. He walked through silent, darkening streets back to his hotel. He realised that at this particular moment he didn’t care that much if they were watching or not. It came over him more frequently of late, this feeling. Often, alcohol helped bring it on. He’d be ducking, diving, watching his back, worrying about cover and comms, and it would just bubble up in him. What’s the point?

      In his room, he stripped and lay naked under the mosquito net in the darkness, smoking. Why not just do what London wanted? Why not come in? They’d question him, and he would cope. He would give them everything he had. China, Ethiopia, Thailand, everything that had happened over the last two years. How, blown, he had watched a truck driver bleed out in the cold night beside a highway, a stubby knife in his chest. How the man, as he died, had asked for his child.

      How he’d once had a lover, but she’d been taken.

      How his agent had died, sprawled in a casino bedroom on the banks of the Mekong River, foam at the mouth, skin mottling.

      He’d tell them how it felt to lie. How it felt to be played. He’d tell them of his revulsion, and his compulsion, the rhyming contradictions of the self. Spy. Don’t spy.

      But they knew it all. And the fevered self-examination of a minor, blown agent in a hot and distant country wouldn’t interest Hopko, or Patterson, or any of them.

      What would interest them, back there in dank England, other than dissection of his operational carcass?

      Well, one thing.

      He had one thing to make Patterson sit straighter and lean into him, to bring Hopko’s glittering gaze on him, to make him matter. And the thing? A tiny, smooth bead of possibility residing unspoken and silent just beneath the meniscus of memory. He reached for it as he lay there in the vile, fetid room, and there it was, hard and urgent.

      Very desirable, this little bead of possibility.

      And then, as if scenting his thoughts, they came.
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      It was around three. Mangan struggled up from the depths of alcohol-soaked sleep at the creak of a chair, the smell of something, someone. He sat bolt upright, blinking at the darkness, heart pounding. Beyond the mosquito net he could make out the orange glow of a cigarette. The someone was sitting at the little writing desk. The orange ember moved upward, glowed brightly for an instant, and Mangan heard the crackle of the burning tobacco. Then a long exhale, like a sigh.

      Mangan tried to think of something to say or do.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ he managed.

      The figure shifted on the chair a little.

      ‘You’re awake,’ it said. A man’s voice.

      ‘Get the fuck out of my room,’ said Mangan.

      The seated figure said nothing for a moment and Mangan got the impression it might be deferring to another person. Was there more than one of them? He looked around, but could make out nothing through the mosquito net and the darkness.

      ‘We’re so sorry to disturb you,’ came the voice. English spoken by a non-English speaker, the pronunciation Asian, Chinese perhaps, but American inflected.

      ‘The fuck you are. Get out.’ His mouth was dry, his words thick.

      ‘What was said?’ The voice was quiet, very assured.

      ‘What?’ said Mangan.

      ‘What was said?’

      Mangan made to get off the bed. He was still naked.

      ‘Don’t,’ came the voice. ‘Stay there.’

      Mangan swallowed. Were they armed?

      ‘What was said, Mr Mangan?’

      ‘Fuck you. Get out.’ The words were starting to feel as if they belonged to another, as if someone else were speaking them. That’s fear, he thought. Fear does that.

      Another crackle and exhale.

      ‘You have been a busy, busy man the last, what, year and a half, two years. Lots going on.’

      ‘I’m a journalist. What’s it got to do with you?’

      ‘What’s it got to do with me? Well. Okay. Let’s see. Couple of months ago you were hanging out with a slutty little Chinese colonel, right? That’s got to do with us.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘This colonel was a little free with his confidences, am I right?’

      ‘None of your fucking business who I hang out with.’

      ‘You know what happened to him? He got a little frisky with the birdie powder in some shitty casino up the Mekong someplace. What an asshole. They found him with a needle sticking out of his groin. You hear that?’

      ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘Sure. Well, the people I work for, they feel that this colonel talked a lot of shit to a lot of people. And, I’m sorry to say, they hold the opinion that he said some shit to you, Mr Mangan.’

      The voice paused for a second, drew on the cigarette again, the orange glow.

      ‘You are talking to the wrong person.’ It sounded weak, he knew.

      ‘Really. The thing is, Mr Mangan, the people I work for —’

      Mangan found himself speaking over the voice.

      ‘Who do you work for?’

      There was a pause, as if the voice were displeased at the interruption.

      ‘The thing is, the people I work for want to know what got said, Mr Mangan. The colonel was very forthcoming to us before his needle episode. He talked a lot. Lots of detail. He told us about you, all your creeping around Asia, bits of Africa, pretending to be a journalist. We know about your communications, the darknet sites you use, all that stuff. And believe me, back home they know your name. We asked around, and they’re like, what the fuck? Philip Mangan? The one who did nine kinds of crazy shit in Beijing two years ago? You’re famous. Or blown. Yeah, you could call it blown. And they’re like, so what did Colonel Slutski say to Mangan? When they were alone, dreaming up their little conspiracies, what got said?’

      Mangan felt the polished bead, deep in his mind. Hard as a gemstone.

      ‘This is bullshit. Now get out.’

      The voice was moving, approaching the bed. And there was another person in the room, to Mangan’s right, also moving now. Mangan felt his own fingers digging into the mattress.

      ‘Mr Mangan, please don’t tell me to get out. In fact, you tell me to get out one more time and we may have a frank disagreement, okay?’

      The voice was standing at the end of the bed. Mangan could just make out his form through the mosquito net, his eyes.

      The voice was quiet, matter-of-fact.

      ‘Mr Mangan, we don’t do kidnapping or rendition or any of these things like your Service and the Americans and the Russians do. We don’t grab people off the street and drug them and put them in a nappy and fly them off for a torture cruise. We don’t blow them to pieces with drones. We don’t put polonium in their tea. It’s not in our playbook. Not yet, anyway. We like to think that we’re smarter than that. So we prefer to ask you nicely, okay, to please tell us whatever the fuck it is you are doing.’

      The other figure, to his right, was standing very still. He tried to rally.

      ‘What do you mean what I’m doing? I’m not doing anything. Now fuck off and leave me alone.’

      There was silence in the room. The voice stood still at the end of the bed. So did the other one, to Mangan’s right. Then the voice spoke again, as if he’d decided to restrain himself. The tone was calm, but Mangan could feel anger running underneath it.

      ‘Okay. Okay. So the colonel, before he shoots up, he has a little moment of defiance, right? Just a moment. He gets all brave. And he tells us he’s done something. “I’ve done something,” he says. “What have you done?” we ask.’

      The snick of a lighter, and Mangan suddenly saw through the net, in the shocking light of the flame, a face. A young face, Asian featured, and, Mangan registered, absurdly handsome. A fine-boned, full-lipped, dimpled, doe-eyed treasure of a face. Then darkness again, the glowing tip of the cigarette, the visage fading at the back of Mangan’s eye. The man spoke again.

      ‘He says, the colonel, “I’ve let something go.” He says, “I’ve let it go on the wind. For them to use. And they’ll find it and they’ll fuck you with it.” That’s what he says. He means us, right? My bosses. Me. We are the ones getting fucked in this scenario. But who is going to do the fucking? This, we do not know, because Colonel Slutski wouldn’t tell us, and he had an appointment with a needle. Now what are we supposed to think?’ He was feigning exasperation. ‘I mean, what?’

      Mangan said nothing.

      ‘Well, what we think is: it may be you. You. Maybe he told you something, and you are planning to use this one little thing to do the fucking. Some little thing. Maybe you don’t even know what it was he told you. I mean, that’s possible, right? He tells you something and you don’t even know its significance. Sure, that’s possible.’

      The ember arcing in the darkness, its pulse and hiss.

      ‘But then… then we see you take off. Whoosh. You’re gone. We see you, like, running all over the place, getting as lost as you can, all through Indonesia. Ending up in this shit hole. You’re watching your back. You’re buying burners. You’re using all this encryption. And we think, Well, this guy is not moving like a journalist. This guy is moving like a spy.’

      Silence for a moment. Mangan was aware of the chee-chat of a gecko somewhere up in the rafters.

      ‘So that’s what we think. We think, Holy crap, Philip Mangan is pretending to be a journalist, as usual, but actually he still thinks he’s a spy.’

      Mangan sensed that the person to his right – was it a man? – had come closer to the bed, was standing right next to the mosquito net. The voice was still talking.

      ‘Which means that Philip Mangan has some reason to think he’s a spy. Maybe he’s got some reason to be all operational, some reason for all this – what do you call it? – skulking.’ An exhale. ‘So that’s why we’re here, Mr Mangan. We would like to know what got said.’

      In Mangan’s chest, corrosive fear. But in his mind, a signal.

      The questions are wrong, he thought. They’re not directed. They’re reaching, but they don’t know what for. They don’t know what I know, or if I know anything. So they mean to intimidate.

      So be intimidated.

      ‘Look, I really, really don’t know what you’re talking about. I just… I just… whatever, okay? I’m sitting here with no clothes on and I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about and just, please, leave me alone. Okay?’

      The mosquito net to his right was pulled up roughly. He saw a pair of jeans, a black T-shirt on a muscled torso. And then a shower of white specks exploding in his eyes, and a concussive wave rolling through his face and head and he felt himself falling back, his head on the pillow, and blood in his mouth. The man had hit him, but how? With what? He raised his hands to his face and let out a sound he didn’t recognise.

      The voice came faster now, excited, turned on.

      ‘So, really, if anything got said, Mr Mangan, that we don’t know about… I mean, you are not equipped for this, okay? You are not equipped for this. We are not here to hurt you, but you are doing this wrong. In way, way, way over your head. You should go away now. Go somewhere nice. Get a regular job. Get a girl. Get a dog.’ The voice was rising in pitch, tripping over its words. ‘And stay away from all the sluts, and all the spooks, and the drives that you don’t know what they are or what’s on them, and stay the fuck away from China. Really. Just fucking do that.’

      Mangan heard the sounds coming from his own mouth, a thick, nasal, moan. There was blood everywhere. He could feel it slippery and wet on his fingers. He could sense the second man looming over him. He stayed still.

      One of them was speaking in Mandarin quietly, a little performance for Mangan’s benefit.

      ‘Ta tingdong le ma?’ Has he understood?

      ‘Bu zhidao.’ Don’t know.

      ‘Wo zai gei ta jieshi yi xia.’ I’ll explain it to him again. Mangan tensed.

      The second blow was harder, delivered with something the man was holding, something short and black, falling across the bridge of the nose, and sending everything into darkness for a moment, but then he was back, and the two men were still standing there looking at him.

      ‘Zhe yang ni jiu hui shale ta.’ You’ll kill him like that.

      The second man just sniffed and turned away. And they left.
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