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      For Hero, with love: 
all the best ideas belong to her
      

      
   
      
      
      
      Farewell happy fields
      

      
      Where joy forever dwells: hail horrors, hail

      
      Infernal world, and thou profoundest hell

      
      Receive thy new possessor: one who brings

      
      A mind not to be changed by place or time.

      
      The mind is its own place, and in itself

      
      Can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.

      
      MILTON, PARADISE LOST

      
      The mind of man is capable of anything – because everything is in it, all the past as well as all the future.

      
      JOSEPH CONRAD, HEART OF DARKNESS

      
   
      
      
      … meanwhile …

      
      The yacht tilted, rocking where it had washed up on the beach. Brittle grey light flooded the coastline, the dawn sky a fragile
            mask. Two nights of violent storms had stripped the vessel of its mainmast and worn and scrubbed the hull until it was left
            cast up and grimy as a shore-strewn pebble.

      
      A figure appeared on the deck and then another. Unsteady, glad to be alive, seven women and four small children emerged. One
            after another they jumped into the sea, wading hand in hand towards the shore. Two remained on the boat, carefully passing
            the children to those standing thigh-deep in the water below. They began to salvage the vital equipment brought for their
            new life, the tents and medical supplies, bottled water and emergency rations, flares and a shotgun. The more able stumbled
            back and forth from yacht to beach while the rest stretched out on the sand, too exhausted to be ill any more, gazing apprehensively
            at the territory around them. The storm had sunk the two other yachts in their convoy and blown them miles off course. They
            were meant to meet people – allies, comrades who would protect them and give shelter. One of the women began to set up the
            satellite phone, frowning as she tried to hone in on the best signal. Another stood with the shotgun at the ready, anxiously
            scrutinising the shore. Beyond the beach, rising ominously above mangrove and palm, stood the fragile skeleton of a luxury
            hotel, the shorn balustrades and melancholy, moss-entwined gazebos fagged emblems of the former life of the resort: Palm Beach,
            once one of the most desirable locations in the United States, a closed paradise for the super-rich to frolic far from the
            concerns of the mundane world. This was it, the virgin territory, the new-found world so long promised.

      
      … Kalat …

      
      … yes, and they heard it, his name whispered in the tropical wind and in the dark flickering across the midday sun …

      
   
      
      LONDON

      
      Mark Burrows was running through Kensington Gardens, his feet pounding the hard ground. Six weeks without rain had left the
         park parched. The summer had unfolded hot and slow, smothering London in layer upon layer of exhausting heat. He had watched
         trees and flowers wilt, grass turn yellow and the Serpentine contract into a muddy grey puddle. In two, maybe three weeks’
         time, he knew great storms would break, torrential wind and rain bringing fresh calamity from the sky.
      

      
      All summer he had felt certain something was going to happen. Too much time had passed: enough time to become complacent,
         to grow lazy, to imagine that everything was over with, that he had done enough for them. And so every morning he ran, the
         same hard and steady pace, the same fixed expression, his tanned limbs glistening with sweat, his silhouette cutting along
         the path. He ran as if he did not have a choice. His limbs were toned and powerful, his physique the outcome of much discipline,
         much pain and persistence. A red cap was pulled low over his shaven head and mirrored sunglasses hid his eyes. Unlike most
         of the other joggers in the park, he never listened to music and his spartan appearance added to the sense of duty that surrounded the exercise. Each day the same routine: crossing
         from Exhibition Road into the park, treading the footpath that flanked the Long Water all the way up to the ornamental fountains
         opposite Lancaster Gate. There was no water in them any more, the white stone overgrown with the same scraggy brown weeds
         that were popping up everywhere. Another sign of how much everything had changed, the world warping and bending into unrecognisable
         shapes.
      

      
      Mark was turning back on himself now, under the bridge and following the Serpentine’s slow bulge before heading west once
         more along Rotten Row. He always finished at the place where he started, pushing himself on the final straight, summoning
         what energy remained to sprint as fast as possible, almost enjoying the glassy, floaty feeling that seemed to separate his
         mind from his aching limbs, as if such sensations could erase the memory of other, more keenly felt pains.
      

      
      Today, as he entered the final stretch, such excesses were not forthcoming. He’d been nursing a stitch since the Serpentine
         Bridge and his pace slowed to a stagger before he finished up leaning against a tree, gasping and wiping the sheen of sweat
         from his face. Only seven o’clock in the morning and already the heat was intolerable.
      

      
      ‘Hello Mark, I thought I’d find you here.’

      
      Looking up, Mark saw a familiar man wearing a light-blue shirt and khaki trousers. Behind him, parked a little off the road,
         was a gleaming Jaguar saloon, the back doors open.
      

      
      ‘Foxy,’ he smiled. ‘It’s been a while.’

      
      ‘Always later than you think and sooner than you hope, eh?’

      
      ‘I’m getting used to it.’

      
      ‘Look, you had better get in. Something has come up.’
      

      
      ‘I’d rather not. I’ll just sweat all over your beautiful leather seats.’

      
      Foxy was not joking. ‘Come on.’

      
      Inside the car the air conditioning was so fierce that it was like stepping into a freezer. Mark’s sweaty back slipped against
         the seats. Foxy nodded to the driver and they started off.
      

      
      ‘Bad news, Mark.’

      
      ‘Yeah? Do we ever get anything else?’

      
      ‘We’re in deep shit.’ Foxy’s mouth narrowed with concern. ‘We need your help.’

      
      ‘I thought I was past all this now.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid we need you with us on this one.’ Mark had known Foxy for more than ten years, first as an instructor and a mentor
         and then, most of all, as a friend. Shared secrets had forged tight bonds between the two men. Despite all the years of their
         acquaintance, Foxy didn’t seem to age. Pickled by the strategies and secrets that had for so long shrouded his life, he had
         never lost his silvery wave of hair or his deep Tuscan tan.
      

      
      The car swung round Hyde Park Corner towards Buckingham Palace. They swept through the military checkpoints, scanners instantly
         registering their government plates. Along the Mall hundreds of Union Jacks hung from the trees. Sprinklers swung back and
         forth, rainbow plumes keeping the grass green.
      

      
      ‘Giving me the grand tour, are you? Reminding me of my patriotic duty?’

      
      Foxy ignored the comment. ‘What does the name “Kalat” mean to you?’ he asked.

      
      Mark thought for a moment. ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘He has another name,’ Foxy continued, looking not at Mark but through the window, the only sign of his agitation the faint tremor in his voice. ‘Try Charles Ashe, his real name.’
      

      
      Mark flinched, tried to suppress a gasp. Charlie Ashe? It couldn’t be. Charlie?

      
      ‘You served with him, didn’t you?’ Foxy pressed on.

      
      ‘Of course we did,’ Mark said. ‘I always thought you were the one who put us together.’

      
      ‘Charlie had rather more to do with it than you might think.’

      
      ‘But he’s dead, I mean … I don’t understand … He’s dead, isn’t he? I thought he was dead.’

      
      ‘We thought so too Mark – we told you he was dead, didn’t we?’

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘Well,’ Foxy sighed. ‘It’s a right cock-up, it really is …’

      
      Mark didn’t know what else to say. He felt overwhelmed, a rush inside as if Foxy had just pushed him from a great height.
         ‘Ashe was a good soldier,’ he croaked, his throat tight. ‘A survivor.’
      

      
      ‘Quite.’

      
      ‘He saved my life.’

      
      Foxy nodded rapidly. He seemed a little annoyed by the remark. ‘You see,’ he went on, ‘this is all rather awkward for us.’

      
      ‘Awkward?’

      
      ‘For a start, the chap is dead, or supposed to be. And then, well …’ Again he broke off, as if it were all a bit much, at
         once too annoying and too distressing. A great one for protocol, Foxy, a great one for doing things the right way. ‘We had
         intimations that something was up.’
      

      
      ‘Intimations?’

      
      ‘A few years ago we, ah, we intercepted a number of troubling communications.’

      
      ‘I was never told.’

      
      ‘Need to know, old boy, need to know. Anyway, it was nothing conclusive, just enough to seed a few doubts and raise a few
         eyebrows.’
      

      
      ‘A few eyebrows?’

      
      ‘Put it this way, we changed his official status.’

      
      ‘You never found a body, did you?’

      
      ‘This sort of thing,’ he sighed. ‘It’s just not done.’

      
      ‘What about my sister? Does she know that Charlie is alive?’

      
      Foxy shifted, apparently discomfited. ‘It’s better for all of us, we think, if things remain just as they always were. From
         your sister’s perspective as well, wouldn’t you agree? We mustn’t open old wounds. No need to cause any unnecessary upset.’
      

      
      The car had stopped at a traffic light for what seemed an inordinately long period of time. ‘Okay,’ Mark said at last. ‘So
         where is he?’
      

      
      ‘That’s part of the problem. It appears Charlie is hiding out in the Storm Zone.’

      
      ‘Shit.’

      
      ‘Quite.’

      
      The car went through Trafalgar Square and turned towards the Thames. Buildings arose on the other side of the river drenched
         in the hot light like the glass and steel ziggurats of a forgotten, blood-soaked religion.
      

      
      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      
      Agitation crinkled Foxy’s brow. ‘There are a few things we do know. We know that he’s not alone. We know that he is operating
         with a number of other individuals, many of whom are wanted by the authorities. His ranks are growing daily, with Americans,
         Europeans, Latin Americans and Africans. All sorts of people are travelling to the Zone, seeking him out. The Americans have
         made a number of attempts to dislodge him but they haven’t exactly been what we would call, ah, successful. Encroachments on what he considers to be his territory have been fiercely repulsed. The
         fact is that Charlie – or Kalat as he is now known – is an open secret over there. Everybody seems to know of him but nobody
         will give us the information we need. It’s only a matter of time before this thing gets too big to contain.’
      

      
      ‘What about the media?’

      
      ‘Not yet – thank God – but it won’t be long. We do what we can at this end but the story will break sooner or later.’

      
      ‘And so you think Charlie’s a threat to us?’

      
      ‘No, Mark, not Charlie. Ashe is gone. Our friend is gone. This is Kalat, and yes, Kalat is very much a danger. You know what
         Charlie was capable of.’
      

      
      ‘He was the best.’

      
      ‘That’s right. And now he’s no longer one of us. God only knows what he’s been doing in those missing years, who he has seen,
         who he might have been talking to or what secrets he has divulged. Just think who he might have been training. It’s a bloody
         shambles. We all know the Zone has long been a magnet for all sorts of undesirable elements. No one really knows what is going
         on over there.’ The car stopped again at another set of lights. Two men swathed in blue robes moved among the traffic, begging
         bowls in hand. One paused, trying to peer through the reflective glass. Then the lights changed and they drove on. ‘The Americans
         are very unhappy about all this, very unhappy indeed. They keep trying to get Kalat. Sooner or later they’ll succeed. However,
         we’d rather deal with, ah, with our own dirty laundry. Needs must and all that. Besides, it’s not like things are quite the
         same any more.’
      

      
      Mark nodded. Dirty laundry. A bloody shambles. Hard to believe he was hearing Foxy use such words about Charlie, his old friend, the man his sister had married, the man
         who had chosen him for this work.
      

      
      Foxy pursed his lips. ‘The Yanks keep a lid on what goes on in the Zone. They pretend they still have sovereignty. The existence
         of Kalat proves otherwise.’ His face was grave. ‘There is a state within the state, Mark, a zone within the Zone. A circle
         of exception exists in the heart of control. It’s all falling apart, Mark, the new world order, everything we have taken for
         granted over the last forty or fifty years is crumbling, evaporating in this damn heat. You know what we stand for. Order
         and control, remember that, the order necessary for stability, for progress and freedom. What happens over there will happen
         over here. It’s only a matter of time. That’s why we need you with us on this one. We can’t just go in there guns blazing.
         That’s not the way. We need someone more discreet. You knew Charlie as well as anyone. Try and make contact, talk to the man,
         find out just what the hell is going on.’
      

      
      ‘And then?’

      
      ‘We’ll nip this in the bud.’

      
      ‘I see. It’s like that now, is it?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry about all this,’ Foxy shrugged. ‘You do understand, don’t you, this will be your last mission.’

      
      Mark raised his eyebrows. He wanted to say, I’ve heard that before, but he kept his peace. Certain things just weren’t done. Certain things could not be said.
      

      
      ‘You’re booked on a flight tomorrow morning. The necessary documents will be couriered over this afternoon.’

      
      ‘Fine.’

      
      The car pulled up outside his flat. ‘Good luck, Mark, and thank you. I mean that. We all do.’

      
      ‘Goodbye Foxy.’

      
      ‘You’re a little late,’ said Alisha as he came in. She rose, resplendent in her purple chador, the silken robe emblazoned
         with sequinned lizards and dragons, her thighs and waist encircled with their filigree tails and wings. She had braided her short black hair with golden twine and adorned her
         ears and neck with bronze hoops. Alisha. There was the welcome brightness of her smile, her gleaming eyes punctuating the
         mahogany disc of her beautiful face. ‘How was your run?’
      

      
      ‘Not so good. I had a stitch.’ He touched her belly through the soft folds of fabric, her warm skin tight with the slight
         four-and-a-half-month bulge.
      

      
      ‘Mmm,’ she sniffed at him. ‘You’re smelly.’

      
      ‘Like a dog.’

      
      She moved into the small kitchen. ‘I just brewed some mint tea. Want some?’

      
      ‘Please.’ He listened to her bustling about. ‘How are you this morning?’ She never woke up as early as he did. Quite often
         she was still asleep when he returned from his morning exertions. He didn’t mind this, found it comforting in fact, to think
         of her, safe at home, snug and cool between the sheets.
      

      
      ‘I’m good,’ she called.

      
      ‘What about junior?’

      
      ‘Junior’s fine. You’ll be pleased to know the Marmite craving seems to be diminishing.’ She returned with a glass of tea.

      
      ‘Thanks.’ He took a sip.

      
      She stood back, tilting her head and inspecting him. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘Something happened, didn’t it?’

      
      He nodded. ‘I saw Foxy.’

      
      ‘What?’ Pulling her chador tight around her, she went to the window. The power cut out, the ceiling fan stalling, the merciless
         heat closing in.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, but the words sounded shrivelled and lame on his tongue.

      
      ‘You promised,’ she sighed. ‘They promised.’

      
      ‘It’s Charlie.’

      
      Her eyes darkened with confusion.
      

      
      ‘Charlie Ashe – he’s still alive.’

      
      Her whole body seemed to shudder. Her mouth opened but nothing was said.

      
      ‘He’s in the Storm Zone,’ he continued.

      
      ‘What? Oh my God!’ She spun round.

      
      ‘He’s … They think he’s a threat, at any rate.’

      
      ‘What do they expect you to do?’

      
      ‘It’s nothing really. I mean.’ He tried to swallow, his throat dry. ‘I need to see him, talk to him, something like that.’

      
      She made a scoffing noise.

      
      ‘I can’t say anything else.’

      
      ‘Oh no, of course you can’t.’

      
      ‘There will be a more thorough briefing when I get there,’ he trailed off. Unsure what else to do he turned to peer through
         the shutters at the street below. He could see two women, head to toe in burqas to protect themselves from the sun, hurrying
         along, their black silhouettes cast against the white stucco. Another shudder and the power returned, fans spluttering back
         to life.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got a good mind to phone Foxy myself,’ Alisha kissed her teeth with disgust. ‘They promised. You promised. Fuck them.
         Look at me!’
      

      
      ‘I don’t have a choice,’ he faced her. ‘They’ve done so much for us. They will take care of you, while I’m gone. You don’t
         need to worry.’ He didn’t even know why he was saying some of these things. Frustration seethed inside and for a moment he
         was seized by another thought, more troubling than the last: that Alisha had already known this was going to happen, that
         she had been consulted by them and had given her opinion as to his readiness and suitability. They had used her this way before.
         She knew him better than anyone and was bound by the same ties. But no, he told himself, it couldn’t be – the expression on
         her face, the flash of surprise, the white jolt of fear – she didn’t know. And she loved him. She loved him too much for anything like that.
      

      
      Alisha shook her head, as if to rub away everything he had said. ‘That man …’

      
      He wanted to put his arms around her but it seemed far too late, a gesture rendered meaningless by circumstance.

      
      ‘How soon?’

      
      ‘Tomorrow morning.’

      
      Somewhere in the city he could hear the peal of a siren. He felt as though they were a long way from anywhere.

      
      For a while they said nothing. Alisha continued to look at him, her brown eyes brimming with hurt and accusation. He felt
         as if he had struck her, as if he had been forced to strike her.
      

      
      Then she said, ‘Does Susanna know he’s alive?’

      
      ‘No,’ he replied. ‘And we can’t tell her. We mustn’t tell her.’ He looked at her hands as they cradled her belly, at the elegant
         fingers adorned with bronze rings. She had the hands of an artist or a princess, he had always thought so, too refined and
         beautiful for his world. ‘You know I don’t want this. I love you. I want to be with you.’
      

      
      ‘Why do you say these things?’

      
      ‘What else am I supposed to say? What do you want me to say?’

      
      She turned away from him.

      
      ‘Please,’ he said again. ‘It’s not as if I have a choice.’

      
      Nightfall brought a low cascade of heat, rumbles of dry thunder and brittle tremors of lightning flickering over the city.
         Mark went out alone, a purple scarf wrapped around his face, wandering through the Soho spice markets, moving amid the throng,
         women glinting past in striking psychedelic niqabs, burqas and hijabs, the men clad in long white thobes to reflect the light.
         Others in the crowd wore silken kurtas, brightly coloured turbans and head scarves, kimonos adorned with jewelled birds and cotton abayas in sunrise yellow and moonlight white
         or less exotic accoutrements such as baseball caps and sombreros. So much had changed since the days of his childhood, the
         winter wind in the high places, the cold twilight skies and the promise of snow. Inside he felt the terrible tug of a double
         loyalty: his obligations to Foxy, his responsibility to Alisha. All that and something else. He knew Alisha had seen it in
         his eyes and no matter what he might say, she knew it was there, an impatient, restless sort of curiosity, a dangerous pang
         triggered by a name, Charlie Ashe, alive again after all these years. He remembered the day Charlie married his sister Susanna
         in the church near the military base. A perfect spring morning, the trees in the graveyard resplendent with blossom. His mother,
         weak with illness but clutching at his arm with such happiness as the couple gave their vows. Back then, no more than a callow
         youth, edgy with resentments and drifting away from the stability sought by his older sister, he barely registered her love
         for this rather remote man. If not for Charlie’s intervention, he had no idea where he might have ended up. Charlie had seen
         something in him no one else had. Had seen it or helped to create it, whatever the difference was. Either way the link was
         there, a noose that would tighten, hauling him back again and again. The heavy cord of duty, obedience and control.
      

      
      He crossed Trafalgar Square for the second time that day. Men in fluorescent suits were sweeping up the red dust that had
         accumulated over the afternoon. High winds brought it across from Spain, scattering it over the city like so much fine confetti.
         Overhead a silver Zeppelin drifted past, transporting tourists to summer resorts in Greenland. Cameras swivelled and turned.
         Mark knew they had powerful lenses that could see through his clothes to detect weapons or explosives, and other sensors which
         would connect with the electronic chip on his ID card instantly communicating to whoever was watching just who was in the square. Well, that
         didn’t matter so much. He had plenty of ID cards, many an alias, enough alter egos to see him through a lifetime of disguise
         and subterfuge. All in the service of the state.
      

      
      He slept little that night. He pressed himself close to Alisha, conscious that it might be a long time before they could enjoy
         such intimacy again, one hand resting on her belly, savouring the faint cinnamon smell and the soft darkness of her skin.
         Awake and watching the grey light gradually fill the bedroom, illuminating the angles and slopes of her beautiful face, noticing
         the fluttering of her closed eyelids and feeling the overwhelming sadness of it all. He remembered Ashe and the things they
         spoke about during their mission in the desert, amid all the blood and the fire, the oil and smoke, the whispers under flickering
         stars.
      

      
      Alisha said his name once as he prised himself from her sleepy embrace. ‘See you soon, sweetheart,’ he said, kissing her forehead.

      
      Outside, a black car was waiting.

   
      
      SESSION #1

      
      ‘Mark Burrows?’
      

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Hi. My name is Dr Page – it’s good to meet you.’

      
      ‘Hi.’

      
      ‘Well now, let me just explain the purpose of this meeting. Your superiors thought it might be helpful, while you are staying
         here – if we had a little chat or two.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      The doctor sits before him, attentive, her legs neatly crossed and her back straight, pen and paper at the ready, so prim
         and earnest she could almost be a secretary ready to receive dictation. Her almond eyes blink with intelligence at the slight
         man sitting across the table. He wears ill-fitting tracksuit bottoms and T-shirt, his skin pasty with confinement and illness,
         his expression neither shrewd nor absent but something in-between, a mixture of caution and reluctance. Not so much as if
         he suspects a trap, rather as though he knows the trap is inevitable and that it will close around him regardless of what
         he does or does not say. An awkward silence and he never quite looks at her. Her immediate impression is that he’s not what
         she had been led to expect, but then she also knows that might be just the point. Legs and arms cross and then uncross. She
         clears her throat and tries to sneak a smile and for the first time he focuses his attention properly on the young doctor and sits up, consciously or otherwise mimicking her posture.
      

      
      He speaks. ‘Look, I just want to make something clear, okay, I didn’t agree to any of this. I thought I was here for my arm.
         It’s my arm that’s fucked. I thought that was why they sent me here. I don’t see why I should have to see you. There’s nothing
         else wrong with me.’
      

      
      ‘I appreciate that but—’

      
      ‘Yes, yes.’ He waves a hand at her. ‘I know all about the normal fucking procedures. I don’t need a lecture on protocol from
         the likes of you.’
      

      
      ‘Mr Burrows, you must understand—’

      
      ‘I’m sorry but I don’t think you really do understand actually,’ he cuts in quick. ‘I mean, it’s nothing personal, you look
         like a very nice person, I’m sure you are a nice person and everything, but that doesn’t change anything.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not here to change anything.’

      
      ‘So? Are you meant to absolve my conscience, are you? A psychiatrist? Or are you a priest as well?’

      
      ‘I have a report to submit.’ She bites her lip after she says this, her skin flushing a shade darker as if the prospect were
         somehow distasteful.
      

      
      ‘I just don’t feel like it, okay?’ he replies, shifting in his seat as he speaks. ‘Why should I talk to you?’

      
      ‘Whatever you say or don’t say, I will submit my report in either case and they will read it in order to evaluate your suitability
         for further field work. I understand that your last operation was particularly traumatic and that it may have had psychological
         consequences. That’s why I’m here. I’m here to talk to you.’
      

      
      He makes a dismissive, blowing noise.

      
      Her jaw clenches, a flex of muscle tightening beneath the skin. ‘If it’s any comfort, you should know I don’t work for the
         government.’ Her nails, he notices, are immaculate, as smooth and shiny as sea-washed shells. ‘My position is independent,’
         she continues, ‘and my judgement is my own.’ He glances at his own fingers, bitten ragged with anxiety. ‘How your superiors
         will act on my report, I don’t know. But I have no preconceptions. I don’t really know anything about you or your history, what you’ve done, what has happened
         to you, anything.’
      

      
      He shifts again.

      
      ‘What I like to do is listen. I would like you to talk, to tell me about yourself. How you came to be here. That’s all.’ She
         taps her pen against the folder, waiting. A fly lands on the table between them.
      

      
      ‘Is this what we do, then?’ he responds eventually. ‘We just sit here and you look at me with your pen in hand to write down
         anything of interest that I might say and then tell me it’s all about my dead father or whatever? Can’t we just agree that’s
         what it’s about and save us all a lot of time? I’m sure everything you need to know is in that folder anyway – they already
         know everything there is to know about me. There’s nothing in here,’ he taps the side of his head, ‘that isn’t already written
         down in there.’
      

      
      ‘Mr Burrows, I think you misunderstand. You need not worry about the file. We all have the same interest – me, you, your supervisors
         – we all want you to get back to work.’
      

      
      ‘Fine.’ Another fly lands on the table. ‘Can I go now?’ he says at last. ‘Or do I have to stay here for the full hour? I mean,
         what’s the deal? I don’t feel well.’ He waves the fly away. ‘I wish people would just leave me alone.’ He makes as if to move
         but remains seated. Instead she gathers up the folder and, clasping it to her breast, she strides away.
      

   
      
      IRAQ

      
      Mark worked with Ashe at a military base hidden deep in the Iraqi desert, part of Task Force 11, a murky counter-insurgency
         operation whose strategy had seemed obscure to all involved. He had spent months in training and preparation, an intensive,
         relentless period in which power had taken him, worked him, transformed him. In the desert, at last, they said he was ready.
         And for the first time in many months he met Ashe again and there he discovered things about the man even his sister did not
         know, secrets darker than anything she could imagine.
      

      
      He remembered finding his brother-in-law reclining in a tent and wearing a traditional Arab dishdash, his head swathed in
         a keffiyeh. With his deep tan, his short moustache dyed black and an air of studied indifference, Ashe could have easily passed
         as the sheikh of some obscure tribe. ‘Disguise,’ Ashe had said – his first words on seeing Mark – ‘I’m trying to follow your
         example.’ Mark had been surprised at the lackadaisical manner of his superior, at Ashe’s apparent indifference to camp protocols.
         His behaviour proved to be misleading. Once they entered the field, Ashe became something else altogether. Yes, there had
         been something relentless and elemental about the man, a barely restrained energy projected from his lean body and face.
      

      
      Ashe specialised in sabotage. They called him a ‘demolition man’. He blew things up. He made precise, nasty little bombs to
         put in suitcases and handbags or bombs to explode when the target opened a door or sat in a chair. He made devices to bring
         down buildings and bridges, wreck pipelines and runways, annihilate military convoys, breach fortresses, prison walls or the
         hull of a ship. Bombs to scatter shrapnel through a crowd or incinerate a roomful of evidence. Strategic bombs like mathematical
         equations that worked with neat efficiency and messy bombs, indiscriminate and terrifying, to spread horror and outrage like
         poison in a well.
      

      
      He took Mark out into the desert. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Watch this.’ His iron fingers set the charge. He hunched over the detonator,
         every ounce of his being devoted to the moment. Mark remembered the explosion, a blast of fire, ripples in the sand as shrapnel
         fell. ‘That’s what I mean,’ Ashe said afterwards, his brown eyes shining with a feverish exhilaration. ‘That’s what it’s all
         about.’
      

      
      ‘Does Susanna know about any of this?’ Mark once asked, as they camped in the chill night. Ashe shook his head, smiling at
         the secret intimacy between them. ‘She knows I work for military intelligence. She thinks I write reports, manage files, that
         sort of thing. It’s strange, how out of touch with truth women can be. Your sister – she lives in a world of her own. It is
         too beautiful altogether. That’s why we’re here. That’s the world we have to protect.’
      

      
      Mark and his sister had never been that close, age and circumstance conspiring to keep from them many of the confidences enjoyed
         by other siblings. Still he had always understood Susanna to be an intelligent woman, clear-sighted and strong. Sometime before
         – the precise order or memory was never entirely certain – the three of them had enjoyed dinner in a country pub not far from
         the Oxfordshire base. Susanna had spoken eloquently of the ideals they were safeguarding – democracy and freedom, the protection of human rights, the necessity of intervention in the face of tyranny
         and abuse. They had a duty to keep the torch burning in even the most afflicted regions of the planet. When she went to the
         bathroom, Ashe had winked at him. ‘A true believer,’ he had said. She spoke of their family tradition, the need to make their
         father proud, to reward his sacrifice. In these hushed moments of memory he saw his sister as an ardent priestess, a keeper
         of the flame, her faith indissoluble despite the travails that would assail it.
      

      
      The agency trained Mark in stealth and disguise. They called him an ‘invisible man’. Steeped in the dark arts of the inconspicuous,
         he knew how to move without being noticed. He had learned certain ways of walking and holding himself, of breathing and looking
         at others around him. There were ways to attract attention and ways to repel it, ways to make sure that even though people
         would see him, as he went past, they would fail to notice anything about him. Blending in was all about behaviour, about drawing a cloak of anonymity around himself and becoming swathed
         in the general manner.
      

      
      On reflection he was clear about one thing only: Ashe saved his life.

      
      He never saw who fired on them, one evening on the outskirts of a shabby, militia-controlled town. He remembered Ashe at the
         wheel, his foot down hard and the swerve of dust and squealing tyres, the metal thwack as bullets struck their pick-up, shattering
         windshield and dashboard. Then, as they escaped the immediate danger, the realisation that he’d been shot, the feeling of
         panic at the sight of his blood splattered on the interior.
      

      
      Come nightfall and they had stopped somewhere in the desert. Dosed with morphine, Mark remembered lying on the ground as Ashe’s
         strong fingers lashed a tourniquet around his shattered shoulder. He remembered the sky above, a cold wind blowing, the stars flickering like candles in the darkness.
         He tried to remember what it was they talked about during those long hours. He had the feeling it had been important but the
         memory was smothered by pain and the expanse of time. Ashe must have talked. Burrows had the memory of his voice – a taut
         whisper – the sound only, not so much the words, but a sound like the rattle of a metal fence in the desert wind. Sometimes
         he thought he still heard that voice, like a black edging to his dreams or the furthest ripple of a rock tossed into a great,
         still water. Sometimes he tried to tell them how he felt but it never did any good. By dawn they had been fighting again,
         their position rumbled by insurgents, shooting at shadows in the distance. Deliverance came as they were about to run out
         of ammunition, a dark metal angel dropping from the sky to sweep them from the battlefield.
      

      
      ‘You don’t work with a man like Charlie, you serve him. You don’t talk to a man like him, you follow him. He does what he
         does and you try to be the best you possibly can.’ The scene came back to him now, ten days after his evacuation, his arm
         stiff and swathed in plaster, enjoying a few days of R&R in Dubai before being shipped back home. He’d been chatting with
         a couple of operatives from the embassy, the three of them sat around the pool – rather awkwardly in his case – indulging
         in cocktails and cigars as the sun went down. Ashe had quite a reputation in the agency and so when confronted by the curiosity
         of his colleagues, Mark couldn’t help but add to the legend. All the time, as he’d sat drink in hand, watching the Russian
         prostitutes and Indian businessmen carousing around the pool, he’d felt guilty, ashamed to be there while Ashe was still in
         the field, the mission ongoing.
      

      
      Later, they said he was dead, killed in action.

      
      That was all they told him.

   
      
      SESSION #2

      
      Mark sits in a shady corner of the hospital garden, his posture urgent, one leg twitching as he waits.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry about yesterday,’ he starts. ‘I think I’m in a better mood today. I do understand that it is in my interests to
         talk to you. I do understand. It is in my interests.’ The repetition causes him to suppress a momentary shudder of disgust,
         the reflex happening so fast most people would never notice.
      

      
      She does. She wonders what warnings were visited upon him after she left.

      
      Licking his lips, he continues, ‘You will see that everything leads up to this – to my being here. It’s not paranoia – not
         that at all. It’s the truth, it’s my reality.’ As he swallows, his Adam’s apple bobs up and down like a submerged fist. ‘So
         what do you want to know?’
      

      
      ‘Let’s start at the beginning, with your childhood.’

      
      ‘My childhood? Okay, sure. I guess we can start there.’ He flinches again, his hands clawing up and down his legs.

      
      ‘Give me a happy memory, a happy memory from your childhood, something you look on with fondness.’

      
      ‘If I was to tell you about my childhood, what I remember …’ he trails off momentarily. ‘Okay, well, it’s hard for me. These
         things are hard for me to talk about. But of course that’s why you ask, isn’t it? I know … Okay, I know you’re not going to
         let me off so easy. Where to start? I have to go back.’ His leg continues to twitch, as if he can pump memory from pure motion. ‘I remember one winter,
         a few days before Christmas, when I was a small boy and it was really cold, like it used to be.’ He runs his hand over the
         faint blue dust of stubble on his jaw. ‘I was out in the fields high above the village. The sun was about to set, I remember
         that, turning the sky all these wonderful colours. It was one of those sunsets, you know, and I remember these thin black
         clouds stretched across the horizon like the flags of some undiscovered nation and it’s difficult now, you see, because on
         reflection everything seems so fucking ominous … those darkening clouds and the way the woods beyond the field turned black
         in the dusk. I was out there on my own. I used to like to play in the fields by myself, my thoughts rushing like I was the
         sky and the earth and the cold wind carrying the black clouds, the trees dark and bare branches blue … and I was the first
         star of the night flickering silver. I was all these things, you see. It was easy to lose myself …’ He shivers and looks away.
      

      
      ‘Very good, Mr Burrows.’

      
      ‘My sister came running up through the field.’

      
      ‘Susanna?’

      
      ‘That’s right. You know about her, do you?’

      
      ‘Not really. I just have some facts.’

      
      ‘You know about Susanna and Charlie Ashe?’ She shakes her head. ‘The love and now the loss.’ He sighs. ‘It’s hard for her,
         really it is … First our father and now Charlie. It was through her that I met him … Anyway, I guess we can come to that.’
      

      
      ‘Take your time, Mr Burrows.’

      
      ‘Okay, so Susanna is three years older than me and back then I guess she was about three inches taller than I was. She was
         twelve, twelve years to my nine. I remember she came running through the fields to tell me dinner was ready, her cheeks flushed
         from the cold and her scarf trailing behind her, a red tail in the wind. It was blowing so strong we could hardly speak and
         the cold cut all the way through our clothes. I used to like that feeling, when no amount of warm clothes could keep out the cold … anyway … I guess I could tell you about trekking through frozen fields towards the village, the slate rooftops
         like icy pools reflecting the sky, the crows calling to one another. It makes me happy, to think of these images, you see,
         grass shining with frost, ice on windows. I remember our mother in the kitchen preparing dinner. These things, the way the
         world used to be.’
      

      
      ‘Is that what makes this a happy memory for you – the presence of your mother and your sister?’

      
      He hesitates. ‘Yes. Maybe it is that, or maybe it was just the cold. We don’t often get weather like that any more, do we?
         I often dream of moving somewhere far, far north, where there is snow on hilltops and the sun is low on the horizon and the
         air is dry and filled with the sound of Canada geese calling to one another as they fly across the sky. You’re smiling. Well.
         Okay, I’ll tell you what I think. Our father was away, you see, he was in the Army, although I didn’t really know where he
         was or what he was doing I thought he was coming back – we all thought he was coming back. That’s why. We thought we would
         see him again and that everything would be okay and of course back then he was still alive and things were still okay. You
         understand? Of course it was all about to change. Now, I don’t know how much of this I knew at the time and how much has come
         after.’ He shakes his head. ‘I’ve lived with it for so long.’ His voice cuts out and he looks down. She remains for a few
         minutes, waiting to see what else he might say, intrigued by the moods that grace his face, the constant shift and flux of
         an uncertain identity, as if he is not so much a man, rather the reflection of one caught in a fractured mirror.
      

      
      ‘How are you feeling now?’ she asks.

      
      He shrugs, his expression settling like ash from distant fires.

      
      ‘I’m not sure …’

      
      ‘That’s okay.’

      
      ‘Is it?’

      
      ‘We can stop now. Well, then, until tomorrow?’ She gathers her folder and papers together. As she leaves, she notices his
         leg has ceased to twitch.
      

   
      
      FLIGHT

      
      His reverie was broken as an air hostess moved down the aisle, serving non-alcoholic drinks. The 747 cruised high above the
         Atlantic. He took a cup of coffee and nodded blankly back at her perfect smile. In the seat beside him a corpulent, greying
         executive kept chuckling at the Disney movie he was watching. Some time had passed since Mark had been on a civilian flight.
         The huge reclining seat and personal entertainment system were a pleasant change from the usual hard benches in a military
         transport. He noticed the majority of other passengers were American businessmen. Few others could afford the fuel and climate
         taxes any more.
      

      
      Mark sighed, anxious to suppress his doubts about the mission. The thought of targeting Ashe unsettled him profoundly. Not
         so much because of his sister – she had remarried and they did not have much contact these days anyway. No, she had moved
         on, her faith shaken but in its way still implacable. Her new husband was a bland, affable man called Tom, a solicitor based
         in Oxford. She had three children now. A full-time mum with two small daughters, his nieces Joanna and Catherine and her son,
         the eldest, Charles. His nephew was eleven. The poor boy had never known his father. A rather quiet, intense child, he shared
         the same steady gaze as his father, the same inner confidence and steely certainty. An elsewhere boy, a bit of a loner. Often gone
         for hours, disappearing across the fields and into the woods to do who knows what. At least that was what Susanna told Alisha.
         A long time had passed since he had heard her mention her first husband. There was a small picture of him on the mantelpiece
         above the fireplace, a modest memorial tastefully arranged with a display of fake white flowers. Mark’s own situation felt
         less certain. He was used to going where he was told and doing as expected. He had always understood his actions to be part
         of something greater than himself, something more important than his own concerns. The agency had a plan. The agency had a
         strategy more complex than he could comprehend. He had thought it best to put his trust in the constellation of forces that
         controlled his destiny. The phrases they used to unfurl – safeguarding democracy, preventing terrorism, promoting freedom – those grand words and concepts had been something to believe in, to bow down before and make sacrifice to. Like his sister
         he used to hug those slogans close, let them smother the doubts.
      

      
      The plane jolted several times, the seat-belt lights flashing. ‘Just a little turbulence,’ said the pilot over the intercom.
         ‘Praise the Lord, it’s nothing serious.’
      

      
      Mark realised the palms of his hands were sweating. Four hours to go. He stared at the icon of the plane on the map, willing
         it to cross the great blue expanse. He wasn’t normally like this. Years of training had taught him the virtue of patience,
         the pleasure in waiting, the necessity of calm. That was part of his skill. People sensed fear. If he appeared frightened,
         he would draw attention to himself. It was the same with everybody.
      

      
      Another jolt, harder this time, the luggage knocking about in the overhead compartments.

      
      He sighed and tried to unclench his fists. He knew he ought to try and distract himself by watching a movie but these days
         he struggled to relate to such entertainments. Media drifted across his vision like so much colourful chaff, a buzz of irritating
         unreality. He almost felt like ordering a drink, if they still served alcohol on flights – they didn’t – and if doing so didn’t
         violate the ascetic hammered into his existence: obedience and control, restraint at all times and in all things, except for
         the critical moment when action became necessity and violence had to be overwhelming.
      

      
      Eventually the 747 began its descent. As the seat-belt lights came on so the individual seat-facing screens switched to the
         same film. ‘Welcome to the USA’ – the words loomed large before a fluttering Stars and Stripes and the opening bars of ‘The
         Star-Spangled Banner’. The screen presented a happy domestic scene, a fit and tanned man in early middle age enjoying breakfast
         with his two children. The man turned and smiled a famous smile at the camera. Despite himself Mark felt a touch of the benevolence
         and reassurance that the forty-ninth President of the United States, the Reverend Samuel Parris, was able to project so effortlessly
         and naturally. He sat in his rustic-looking kitchen, his wife Betty, thrice voted America’s favourite ‘Mom’, her blonde hair
         contained by a modest blue headscarf, stood next to him, buttering toast for the family. His twelve-year-old son Elijah and
         nine-year-old daughter Rebecca, both blonde, delightful-looking children, sat at either side of him. Rebecca wore the same
         sober attire as her mother. Sunlight shone over the family, bathing everything – wooden welcome table, piles of fruit and
         fresh bread, jugs of milk and juice, plates of waffles and syrup, eggs and ham – in a golden glow, a forgetful radiance that
         seemed to say, ‘Was it not ever so’ and ‘Could it have ever been any different?’
      

      
      ‘Howdy folks,’ said the President. ‘And welcome to America, and if you’re a fellow American’ – he gave a cheerful, slightly cheeky wink – ‘welcome home.’ Now the President was
         standing on a neatly trimmed lawn. He wore a simple white shirt and dark trousers, his sleeves rolled up in a way that suggested
         both informality and industry. A bright white clapboard house, with a huge Stars and Stripes hanging from the porch, was visible
         in the background. Mark knew – everybody knew – this was Hopewell, the small town in rural Kentucky where the President hailed
         from and preferred to pass his time – sometimes still preaching a sermon at the modest church where he had served for years
         – a scene of humility so far removed from the normal trappings of power that his office seemed ever more a miracle, an exception
         divine, a destiny fulfilled. Still smiling, Parris started towards the camera. ‘As President, I’d like to extend my personal
         greeting to all visitors in our blessed land. As you know, the United States today faces many challenges – the threats against
         our way of life have never been so serious – but I know that together, as one nation under God, we will prevail against the
         forces of evil. A new republic is rising from the ashes of the old, a land of freedom and goodness. Out of corruption we bring
         forth virtue, a new faith, strong family values and an upright, patriotic life. Truly we are the chosen nation. Let the light
         of freedom shine on us all. God bless America, and God bless you. Let your stay be righteous, safe and happy.’ A final shot
         of the man, his family all around him, a Stars and Stripes on one side, a huge white cross on the other. The President was
         smiling. His wife waved. To the strains of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, the film faded out.
      

      
      ‘We will shortly be landing at New Baptist International, Atlanta,’ announced the pilot. The pitch of the engines changed
         as the 747 approached the runway. ‘Oh dear Lord Jesus,’ the pilot continued, ‘please bless us and this aeroplane. Please banish
         Satan from the engines, from the controls and the computer, oh Jesus, banish Satan from the wings and the landing gear, banish Satan from the passengers and crew, oh Jesus,
         guide us and save us and protect us. Hallelujah, hallelujah.’ Many of the passengers began shouting and praying at the same
         time. The air was filled with groans and cries of ‘Jesus’ and ‘Praise be’, people rocking and wailing and singing hymns. Mark
         felt the sweat gathering on his face and under his arms. This was bad, this was much worse than he had expected.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Jesus,’ said the pilot. ‘Praise the Lord, we are back in America. The local time in Atlanta is currently twenty-one
         hours ten, temperature eighty-five degrees Fahrenheit.’
      

      
      ‘Hallelujah Jesus,’ a woman began to shout. ‘We call your name and you answer! Hallelujah! You have brought us back to the
         Promised Land. After darkness there is light. Hallelujah, thank you Jesus!’
      

      
      ‘Remember now,’ continued the pilot, ‘if any of you folks are visiting and you consider yourself to be a Muslim, Jew, Hindu,
         Sikh, Buddhist, atheist, a practising homosexual or a New Yorker,’ the latter comment provoking a round of chuckles from the
         passengers, ‘you will be required to fill out the necessary registration form. On behalf of the crew I would like to thank
         you for choosing Alliance Airlines.’
      

      
      They walked down a long tunnel towards passport control. A ten-foot-high statue of Jesus, with blue eyes and long blond hair,
         dominated the concourse, a Stars and Stripes wrapped around his shoulders. Taking out his passport, Mark moved forward. There
         was no turning back.
      

   
      
      SESSION #3

      
      ‘Okay, Mr Burrows, well, we made some good progress yesterday. I’m pleased. Shall we continue?’ Dr Page smiles – she didn’t
         smile yesterday – and in his weakness he is swayed by her good looks, the flash of her fine white teeth and the elegance of
         her legs, neatly folded, her narrow ankles visible above black heels, her skin the colour of sweet cappuccino and her elegant
         fingers, tapering like candles. It has been a long time, he realises, since he was in the company of such an attractive woman.
      

      
      ‘Okay, so I suppose I should tell you about what happened just after Christmas.’ Another sigh and he rubs at his head. ‘I
         remember this awkward man came to the door, that’s the first thing. He stood there looking sort of embarrassed, like he didn’t
         really understand what he was supposed to do and I recall it was all so incongruous, because my mother started shrieking and
         fell to the floor as though all this time she had been held up by a cord and now the cord had been cut and suddenly her legs
         wouldn’t support her any more, and I just remember thinking what had this man – who looked so harmless – what had he done
         to my mother? I’d never seen her like this. I’d always thought she was as strong and certain as the sun and then all of a
         sudden I realised it must have been my father, something had happened to him. Or maybe it was Susanna who made me realise.
         I can’t remember … I guess I remember running up to my room, trying to escape this awful news but of course … it was everything. It was everything. It was everywhere. Our father was dead, killed by a roadside bomb
         and that was that. Soon after there were far too many people in the house, that’s the next thing I remember, my mother surrounded
         by a flotilla of women, all of them doing stuff for her.’ He sighs, his hands fidgeting awkwardly. ‘Fuck, look, I don’t know
         … it’s weird, there’s sort of a haze over these memories.’
      

      
      ‘You’re doing fine.’

      
      This morning he clings to her smiles. ‘Our aunt Lucy, who we never saw, she came to stay. She took Susanna and me to McDonald’s
         for dinner four nights in a row. It was supposed to be a treat but we both knew it was because of what had happened. I still
         can’t … I mean, I never went to McDonald’s again. I still can’t see those golden arches without thinking about Susanna crying
         and my aunt with her arm on her shoulder saying something like it’s a shame or what a shame and that we shouldn’t be sad because
         our father had been such a brave man, some crap like that. Those days people were crying all the time. That’s how it seems.’
      

      
      ‘Very good, Mark. What else do you remember?’

      
      He makes an empty sort of gesture, as if to seize and release a handful of air. ‘I remember going up to sit in my parents’
         bedroom. It was supposed to be their bedroom, even though my father wasn’t coming back any more and my mother had taken to
         sleeping next door with Susanna. Signs of my father were everywhere – his clothes still hanging in the wardrobe, his books
         and other things on his shelf – it was weird even to think of the side of the bed where he used to sleep. I remember sitting
         there and not knowing how I was supposed to feel about it. My father was not coming home.’
      

      
      ‘And so your father … what do you remember about him? What sort of a man was he?’

      
      ‘Do I remember him? Do I remember what he was like?’ He pulls at the skin around his thumbnail. ‘No, I don’t remember much,
         not now. Talk about my father and I think of a white space – a hot white space, like the aftermath of a bomb going off, when
         your eyes burn and your ears ring and you still don’t know just what has happened. That’s what I think of, that’s all I can think of.’ He remains,
         squinting tight-lipped and sombre in the bright morning sun.
      

      
      ‘I know it’s hard.’

      
      ‘It’s not that …’ His words wither and he looks away. She tries another smile but it falters at the edge of her lips. Enough.
         He has withdrawn, she understands. She will get no more from him today.
      

   
      
      ARRIVAL

      
      Passport control presented few difficulties. Mark had perfected the look of the put-upon businessman and he assumed his most
         natural and benign expression as the official stamped his passport.
      

      
      ‘Have a pleasant stay.’

      
      ‘I will. Thank you.’

      
      He collected his luggage and caught a cab. It was still raining as he left the terminal and the humid air pressed against
         his face like a hot flannel. The driver, an overweight African-American, didn’t say anything as they drove along an enormous,
         empty highway. Peering through the window, Mark struggled to get some sense of the city but it remained hidden, only a few
         lights out there, floating away in the wet night.
      

      
      Back in London they had given him a false passport with a new name, Stephen Sterns, ten thousand dollars cash and a satellite
         phone. They gave him business cards and a laptop. He was working for Langton Consultants, a made-up company of course, a front
         for intelligence operations in the southern states. There was even a fake presentation on the laptop, should he need to prove
         himself to the authorities. There were other, more useful programmes as well, encryption and decoding devices, a powerful wi-fi link-up and freshly streamed satellite images of the Storm Zone. Mark’s own faith in
         technology was less concrete. Experience had taught him that there was very little he could rely on in the field beyond his
         own talents.
      

      
      The driver turned off the highway. Several SUVs blocked the intersection ahead. White crosses and stars, painted on the sides
         of the vehicles, shone bright in the taxi headlights. Men stood in front. They wore long black coats and wide-brimmed hats.
         The taxi driver wound down his window as one of the men approached.
      

      
      ‘Destination?’ asked the officer, shining his torch into the car.

      
      ‘Holiday Inn, suh, on Andrew Young Boulevard, suh,’ said the driver.

      
      ‘Hmmm.’ Mark squinted as the officer shone the torch in his face. ‘Where you from?’

      
      ‘England.’

      
      ‘Passport.’ The man quickly perused the document and then handed it back. ‘God be with you,’ he said, waving them on.

      
      ‘What was that?’ Mark asked the driver.

      
      ‘Witch Hunters, suh,’ replied the driver. ‘Righteous folks.’

      
      ‘I see.’ He refrained from asking any further questions. He knew about the Witch Hunters – the President’s personal force
         of religious police – ruthless Puritans dedicated to the rooting out of corruption and ungodly behaviour. They had more power
         in the South where the authority of the Church had grown stronger in the aftermath of the storms and wars, the terrible epidemics
         and economic collapse.
      

      
      They headed through deserted streets into the central business district. ‘Curfew tonight, suh,’ said the driver. ‘From midnight
         till dawn. Don’t let them fellahs back there catch you out late.’
      

      
      The hotel was as quiet as everywhere else. After checking in, Mark went up to his room and sat on his bed. Nerves and jet-lag
         had left him feeling tired and disorientated. In the anonymous room, with its drab curtains and kitsch picture of Jesus above
         the bed, he felt none of the excitement he used to feel when going on a mission. He turned on the TV, flicking through the
         channels. Various glossy televangelists were proselytising, healing, exorcising and exhorting viewers to donate money. He
         watched with little interest, the saccharine blandishments and folksy homilies grating on his nerves. The weather channel
         reported the continuation of drought across Texas, Arkansas and Oklahoma, floods of blood-red rain in Nebraska and storms
         of hot hail in the Dakotas.
      

      
      He set up the satellite phone and made a call.

      
      ‘Hello?’

      
      ‘Hi sweetie.’

      
      ‘You arrived okay?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘How is it?’

      
      They spoke for a few minutes. He said very little. She knew the limits of what she was allowed to ask. Every call he made
         was monitored. It was necessary to be discreet at all times, discretion and care. He told her how much he loved her. She missed
         him, she said. He told her to be strong.
      

      
      The hour was late and he felt tired but he wasn’t sure if he could sleep. This was another worrying development. Sleep never
         used to be a problem. He used to be able to drop off anywhere – in a bus, a car, on a military transport – it didn’t matter.
         There had been a place inside himself where he could withdraw to conserve his energies and calm his fears. These days he found
         it harder and harder to reach that place.
      

      
      He turned off the light, lay still and tried not to think about tomorrow. There was nothing he could do. The air con made
         a faint droning noise. He pulled the sheet over himself, turned over, turned back again. After a little while he realised he was walking in a forest. He moved slowly through the green shade,
         small insects and butterflies circling in the shafts of sunlight that pierced the canopy. Alisha waved at him from the other
         side of a river. Swathed in a crimson kanga, she had never looked so beautiful. But the river ran fast, foaming around rocks
         where they broke the surface. A strong wind blew up. He tried to say something but couldn’t – there were so many eyes on the
         walls. Eyes cut from magazines and newspapers – pairs of eyes and single eyes, eyes in all colours, eyes in black and white,
         eyes with glasses, eyes hidden by shades, eyes that could see him still. On the other side of a veil a man with cut-out paper
         eyes where his real eyes should be. ‘Kalat,’ whispered a voice, hot and close.
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