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CIA SECRET RELEASE ONLY


 


 


Mar 30 2006 2.05AM


 


 


 


 


Dear Minister,


 


Our friends in the east have informed us that they have taken custody of the terrorist known as the Engineer and his pregnant (seven months) wife.


 


We have arranged to take control of the pair and place them on our aircraft for a flight to your country. It is vital that one of your officers accompany the Engineer on our flight in order to provide legal custody of his wife.


 


Thank you and best regards


 


Malcolm


 


 


CIA SECRET RELEASE ONLY




Vauxhall Cross


London


SE1


5 April 2006


 


FOR THE URGENT ATTENTION OF THE MINISTER OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS, THE SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC


 


Following message from Samantha in London


 


1. I congratulate you on the safe arrival of the Engineer. This was the least we could do for you and for your country to demonstrate the relationship we have built in recent years.


 


2. The intelligence that resulted in the capture of the Engineer was British. I know we did not pay for the air cargo but we are eager to work with you in the questioning of him.


 


3. I would like to send one of my officers who is familiar with this case and speaks Arabic. I would appreciate it if you could give him direct access to question the Engineer. I will call to confirm this.


 


Samantha




 


part one


Hubris


How are we going to wage war anymore, with everyone watching?


David Brooks
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The make-up artist


There is nothing to suggest that this day is different to any other.


The prisoner strikes a match, the light spilling across a dead man’s face, revealing bruised eye sockets and a livid burn that runs from the temple across the man’s cheek and down the side of his jaw. The match goes out. The prisoner strikes another, his hands trembling slightly. It takes several to light enough candles to work by.


He fills a plastic bowl with tepid water from the jerrycan that sits by the door and sprinkles a few soap flakes from a plastic bag on the surface. He reaches up for one of the rags hanging, like bat wings, from the clothesline that runs the length of the ceiling. The cloth is stiff as cardboard and he has to dip it into the soapy water several times before it is pliable enough to fit in the bowl. He stirs it in the water with his fingers and wrings it out several times. When he is ready he kneels on the floor by the body and says a short prayer before he begins, whispering so that the guards on the other side of the door do not hear him. He tries to approach each new body with care and tenderness, but there is little time and once he has started he works with unhesitating speed. He uses the damp cloth to wipe the grime and soot and crusts of dried blood from the man’s face and then his neck. He sees that the mouldy blue patina of livor mortis is beginning to creep up the sides of the man’s neck and over the roll of his shoulders.


He wrings out the cloth several times and the water in the bowl gradually turns black. He changes it once, pouring the wastewater into a drain in the nearest corner of the room, and refills the bowl from the jerrycan. While the power is out he tries to stay close to the door and the candles. He does not know what else is in the room.


He uses another rag to dry the man’s face, pressing the stiff, leathery cloth against the cold wet flesh until it softens and becomes absorbent. Preparations complete, he reaches for the plastic bag hanging from a nail on the wall that contains the tools of his craft: the cosmetics and the chopped-up pieces of sponge; the brushes and spatulas; the swabs, second-hand dentures and glass eyes. He begins with concealer. It comes in thick plastic tubes in two different colours. He squeezes it on to the man’s skin like paint and then uses small squares of sponge to distribute it evenly: yellow over the bruises and in the dark cups of the man’s eyes and green over the raw wound on the side of his face. Then he applies a layer of pancake, mixing it from a palette to match the man’s skin tone, spreading it on his cheeks, and then rubbing it into the eyes, the nose, the chin and throat. Over this he lays more make-up, using cotton swabs to add a touch of colour about the eyes and on the cheeks.


The electricity comes back on. He feels it first as an insect hum in the overhead strip lights that is followed by a sense of dreadful foreboding, and then the room is brutally illuminated.


The prisoner was an actor, a performer on stage and screen. He was, by profession, a storyteller. But the words in his vocabulary are insufficient to describe the horror of what he has seen.


There are twelve of them lying naked, with caved-in chests and shrivelled limbs, in a row on the concrete floor: nine men and three women. The women are the worst because he lives with the constant fear that one of them will be his wife.


Not today.


He sees that each one of them will be a challenge. One of the men has had his face skinned off, which will require a thick layer of the prison’s dwindling supplies of make-up. The guards will grumble and accuse him of being wasteful. Another man’s head is separated from his shoulders, but the decapitation was done with a minimum of sawing and he knows with the confidence of an expert that it’s just a question of fitting the parts back together.


He sees that a woman’s eye has been gouged out. Since he first saw such a thing he has been regularly visited in his dreams by a childhood toy, a teddy bear that was missing an eye, that he refused to let his mother replace. The teddy speaks to him with a chorus of voices. They are eager to share their secrets with him and he tries to listen but he can never remember them when he wakes.


He lives and works in a former Ottoman administrative building that is used for interrogation. When he first started this work there had only been one or two bodies a week and he had more time to disguise the wounds but now it feels like he is toiling on a gruesome factory line, forced to work at reckless speed, like an acrobat on a trapeze, always in danger of a spill. So many bodies, so much work – he often wonders what carnage must be going on outside to merit such a regular supply.


When he has finished all twelve the prisoner puts the tubes and the wooden palette box and his sponges and brushes back in the canvas bag and he knocks on the door.


 


The photographer is a large man who smells of cigarettes. He has a drooping moustache and a sallow, pockmarked face and he wears the same leather jacket every day. He carries an elderly Polaroid camera on a braided strap on his shoulder. His mood is much better when the electricity is working and he doesn’t have to use any of the precious supply of flashbulbs that he keeps loose in his pockets. He surveys the line. If the photographer is dissatisfied with some aspect of the prisoner’s work, he grunts without speaking and points at the area and the prisoner applies more make-up. When he is content the photographer takes a head-and-shoulders photo of each corpse in turn. It is the prisoner’s job to collect the photos as they spool out of the camera and wave them in the air until they dry.


He places them on the chest of each victim.


When they are done the photographer knocks on the door and they wait together for the medical examiner. They do not speak or make eye contact. The photographer lights a cigarette. He seems unnaturally agitated, frightened even.


The prisoner closes his eyes and attempts to inhale some small portion of the smoke as the photographer exhales.


 


The medical examiner is a small man in a white laboratory coat with an ink stain on his breast pocket. He hurries in with the usual preoccupied expression, carrying a handful of brown manila folders that he hands to the prisoner, one for each victim. The medical examiner stops beside each body, matches the photo to the face and hands it to the prisoner who paperclips it to the front page of the file. By the door, the photographer lights another cigarette.


When he is done checking, the medical examiner takes the folders back one by one, signs his name on the death certificates and in each case records: death by natural causes.


They are at the end of the line when the medical examiner starts to tremble. He looks up. Their eyes lock.


In a faltering voice he whispers, ‘Are you the Engineer?’


The prisoner is startled. He has not heard that name for years, not since he was last interrogated.


The medical examiner is shaking with fear. The prisoner glances at the photographer who is at the far end of the room and does not appear to have heard. Back when they used to torture him, it was the answer that they most wanted, first the Arabs (Egyptians, Iranians, Iraqis) and then a queue of other nations; the Americans, the Russians, the British: Yes, I am the Engineer!


And so, mostly for that reason, because the truth would be too difficult to explain, the prisoner turns back to the medical examiner and nods his head.


 


The guards escort the prisoner back to his cell in one of the sub-basements.


Occasionally a voice will call out to him as he is passing one of the other cells but he learned long ago not to answer. No one who is brought here lasts for long. Apart from the guards, he believes that he is the only long-term inhabitant of the building and even the guards don’t last for long.


Entering his cell, he is relieved to see that his bucket has been emptied of waste and there is a mug with black tea, and a bowl with boiled potatoes, olives and a crust of hard bread waiting for him on the stone shelf that serves as his bed. The door is bolted behind him.


He eats the potatoes and with his fingers, sucks on the bitter flesh of the olives and spits the stones on the floor. Afterwards he scrupulously wipes the bowl clean with the bread, which he has made easier to chew by dipping it in the tea. His teeth have loosened since he has been in prison. When he is finished, he puts the bowl on the floor and unfolds the rough blanket that he placed that morning under the kapok-filled pillow.


He blows out the candle, stretches out on the shelf and considers the strangeness of his day. He assumes that it was day rather than night though he cannot be sure. There are no clocks in the prison and no natural light. No one, not even the medical examiner, wears a watch. He just assumes that his work is conducted during the day. It makes sense to him that the interrogators are nocturnal beings; that they do their best work at night. The days are his to conceal their crimes. He equates the sound of the guards’ boots approaching in the corridor and the turning of the key in the lock with morning. It’s the routine that makes up his life. It’s astonishing really, he thinks: the human capacity to establish a sense of rhythm in the worst of circumstances. It is easier now than it was at the beginning. When he first came here he was in a cell closer to the surface and it was difficult to sleep. He was interrogated daily. And then they seemed to forget about him. Eventually, when they decided that he could be useful to them in a different way, they moved him down to the deepest underground level, where the walls are so thick that he does not have to listen to the screams or smell the burning flesh.


He has no idea how long he has been imprisoned. He does not know how many birthdays have passed, how many gatherings of uncles and aunts, nieces and nephews. He does not think he is wrong that he will not see any further such days. They are likely to take place in his absence. Only a fool would cling on to hope. There will come a time that he is not able to do anything to disguise a particular wound or the supplies of concealer will run out. Or someone, somewhere, will give up the ludicrous pretence that the victims of torture have died of natural causes. His usefulness will come to an end. He has accepted that he is as expendable as the corpses that queue each day for his attention. He has long assumed that his former identity has been forgotten. And so, he is utterly confounded by the medical examiner’s question.


Is there someone out there who remembers you? Is someone looking for you?


Then he feels the deep rumble of an earthquake shaking the walls and a rain of grit on his face. The outside world has come knocking.


 


It’s a turbulent revival. One moment the prisoner is staring into darkness and then the next his whole world is shaken on its axis and he is thrust, raw and new born, into blinding light.


The earthquake is followed by the sound of gunfire, clanging doors and boots in the corridor.


He sits up on the bed.


Someone is calling out. ‘Who is there? Who is there?’


‘I am a prisoner!’ he yells back. He lurches forward.


The door crashes open and hands grasp his elbows, bodies press against his. Someone is speaking but he cannot hear the words. He is dragged out of the cell and along the corridor and into startling daylight. He is confused for a moment, not just by the sunlight but because it seems like the air is filled with confetti and then he realises what he is seeing and feels a sudden rush of exultation.


Death certificates! All those death certificates turned to ash!


He is carried up a steep rubble slope past the twisted hulk of a truck chassis and bundled into the back of a pick-up that races out through the entrance into the ruined city beyond.


He sits sandwiched between two men and for the first time in more than a decade he catches sight of his reflection in the rear-view mirror and immediately looks away, preferring to witness the devastation of the world around.


They pass burned-out cars and festering rubbish, piles of bricks and rubble that clog the streets, centuries-old buildings that have been destroyed.


They drive past the ruin of the mosque where he worshipped at as child, past the empty bazaar with its ancient passageways now choked with fractured masonry, and past the shattered carcass of his elementary school with its abandoned playground.


He has returned to the stage and the chorus are chanting ‘Not to be born is best’.
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The Atlantic Council dinner


Frank Booth, a former Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, now exiled to the backbenches of Parliament, stands in the bathroom of a suite in the Hay Adams hotel, with his elbows out and two ends of black silk ribbon hanging limply in his ruddy fingers. He is staring at himself in the mirror and his wife of nearly thirty years, Margaret, is banging on the door.


‘Frank. How much longer are you going to be?’


‘Just a minute.’


He considers another attempt: over and under or under and over? It’s not as if the Americans give a damn. But the British Ambassador will be wearing a proper one and he can imagine the air of condescension that will greet him if he resorts to a ready-made bow tie.


Fuck.


His hands are broad and heavily veined, too large for such delicate work; not the hands of a man whose occupation is cerebral, but of a born blue-collar worker, a lathe or a loom operator, bred for Britain’s industrial revolution. Some carefully concealed part of him has always felt like an impostor in Whitehall. Even now. But he could always fix a smile, no matter who the audience. ‘Your naff look’ is what his caustic, too caustic, youngest daughter Emily calls it. For him it is a necessary carapace, an essential tool for any successful political career. Along with the certainty of being right, the flow of power that rises in the groin.


‘It’s my turn,’ Margaret chides him from behind the door.


At least they’d been given a decent room.


He unlocks the door and his wife bustles in wearing bra and tights. He feels lucky that she has kept herself trim with Pilates and careful dieting and that he still feels attracted to her when required.


‘Here let me help you with that.’ She takes the ends from him. ‘Don’t slouch. Stand up straight. What have you been doing all this time?’


‘I was on the phone.’


Some of the most momentous conversations of his period in office took place in the cramped privacy of toilets, often on trains to and from his parliamentary constituency, talking to the Americans with a close protection officer standing guard outside the door.


‘Hold still. Who was it?’


‘Bridget.’


While Margaret had been blow-drying her hair in the bedroom he had taken a call from Bridget, his literary agent, who was breakfasting in Dubai.


‘What does she want?’


He sighs. He doesn’t want to be asked what the conversation was about. Just another bloody indignity in a life jammed full of them. ‘She says they want me to jazz it up. Thirty years in British politics and a front row seat on the world stage at a time of global crisis are apparently not enough for my publisher.’


‘Well that’s ridiculous.’


Bridget had been at her most emollient, practically purring down the phone as he perched on the side of the bath. He imagined that she was in a hotel bed with a tray and on it a boiled egg and a folded white cloth napkin. Silk pyjamas. ‘What about your colleagues, sex, drugs, drink, you know. That’s all they want. Some headline copy for the memoir. They really do want to give it a push, Frank. I promise. They want people to hear from you just as much you do. It’s just that from a certain point of view it’s a teeny bit humdrum. A bit flat. Their words not mine. We’ve got to try and get it into the supermarkets, Frank.’


‘And my analysis?’


‘Of course! That’s important. Of course, it is. And they’d like more of that as well. I mean what about Iraq, what was going on in the prime minister’s head?’


‘So, what did you tell her?’ his wife asks, pushing the folded end of the bow through the back of the knot, and then standing back to sharply tug both ends and tighten the bow into shape. ‘I hope you told her to stuff it.’


‘They want to give it a push, that’s what she said.’


‘In exchange for gossip?’


‘Not exactly gossip. Insider knowledge. I mean that’s sort of the point. I was there when the crucial decisions were made.’


His wife rolls her eyes and shoos him out of the bathroom. Now is not the time for another fight over the rights or wrongs of the Iraq war and besides he doesn’t care for the plaintive undercurrent in his own voice.


He goes to stand beside the nearest of the bedroom’s two windows and faces the night. Their suite looks out across the landscaped symmetry of Lafayette Square, with its vacant benches and martial statues, at the floodlit portico of the northern facade of the White House. The President’s residence and principal work place: the centre of global power.


 


The first time it really struck home that he wasn’t in government any more Frank was in a lift. It refused to move. He looked around, vaguely irritated and then realised with some embarrassment that there was no one else there to push the button.


No one to carry his coat or the red boxes that came with a cabinet position, no one to steer him through the pitfalls of his diary or offer pithy analysis in the back of his ministerial Jaguar, no one to keep watch on his movements, no one to stand guard outside the door of the train carriage toilet while he talked in private to the US secretary of state.


A former cabinet colleague, now in the Lords, had taken to introducing himself with ‘I used to be someone.’ It might have been sad but his former colleague was so transparently pleased with his lot – which as far as Booth could tell, consisted of several paid non-executive posts on the boards of defence contractors – that it was difficult to feel any sympathy. They were the same defence contractors that were headquartered in gleaming high-rises across the Potomac River, just a couple of miles from where he was now standing.


I used to be someone. It wasn’t the sort of thing Frank imagined himself saying.


He was who he was: an MP struggling along on a backbencher’s salary; a boy who had grown up with a bruiser of a father in a back-to-back terrace; the first in his family to reach university. He had met his wife at an anti-nuclear rally. He was a politician who’d served in one of the highest positions in the land and someone who had been forced by circumstances to make some tough, and at times ruthless, choices. He had set out to do some good but along the way had come to understand the murkiness of the world.


Another colleague, now a grande dame of the party, had once said of him that he possessed ‘Rat-like cunning, a plausible manner and a modicum of natural ability.’


 


He glances back at his wife as she comes out of the bathroom and goes over to the bed where her dress is laid out, still in the plastic sleeve provided by the dry cleaners.


‘Have you thought about what you’re going to say to him?’


The last time he’d seen the former prime minister – his prime minister – it had been in the south transept of St Paul’s at the service of commemoration for Afghanistan. They had hardly spoken. Throughout the service Frank had found himself distracted by the sight of the prime minister’s short-lived successor, a former chancellor of the exchequer, bending and folding his order of service in ham-fisted origami, trying to read the words. He pitied him, though for primitive reasons he also thought him faintly ludicrous.


‘Not really,’ he admits. ‘I don’t suppose we’ll get much chance to talk.’


He might be toxic back in the UK but over here in America the ex-PM was still a lion.


‘He owes you,’ Margaret says, stepping into her dress.


‘Does he?’ Frank muses. He has certainly been loyal.


‘Here do me up.’


She turns her back to him and, as she pulls in her stomach, he pulls the zip from the base of her spine to the base of her neck.


‘There,’ he says and smiles.


His phone vibrates in his pocket. He takes it out and stares at the caller ID on the screen – Unknown.


‘Frank Booth,’ he says.


‘Hello, Mr Booth, you don’t know me but I’m Kirsty McIntyre. I’m a journalist with The Guardian.’


Scottish: the lower pitch of a Glasgow accent. He recognises the name from her byline – Diplomatic Correspondent? Foreign? Security? But he can’t put a face to her. He has a difficult relationship with The Guardian. He doesn’t much like the leftist metropolitan elite and they don’t much like him. ‘What can I do for you Ms McIntyre?’


‘I have some questions about your time as Foreign Secretary.’


He turns back and moves closer to the window again to face the night. He stares at a massive oak at the entrance to the park.


‘I’m always happy to answer questions,’ he says. It’s what he always says. It goes with the naff smile.


‘The questions relate to a number of documents that have come into our possession.’


‘Go on.’


From the corner of his eye he sees sudden movement in the darkness behind the parapet on the roof of the White House: the dark outline of a man moving. For a moment, he wonders if an intruder has gained access to the roof but then he realises that it must be one of the snipers changing position.


‘They include two faxes.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Two faxes.’


‘Please, I have an engagement. Can you get to the point?’


‘Yes. I know, the Atlantic Council dinner. That’s quite a guest list. You’ll be feeling right at home there, I’m thinking?’


He sighs. ‘Ms McIntyre.’


‘It’s just that these faxes were found in a compound used by the Syrian intelligence service in Damascus, I mean the sort of place where they torture people, and they relate to the rendition and subsequent questioning of a man known as the Engineer. Do you remember that name?’


It suddenly feels very cold in the air conditioning.


‘Go on.’


‘There’s a fax that we believe is from the CIA and it refers to them flying the Engineer and his pregnant wife on one of their own planes to Syria.’


‘Have you spoken to the CIA?’


‘No. Not yet. But we will, of course. You can be sure of that.’


‘It sounds to me that the CIA are the people you need to be talking to.’


‘Here’s the thing, Mr Booth. I’m being straight with you here. There’s another fax. This one is from London. It’s to the Syrian foreign minister and we believe it’s from a senior MI6 officer named Samantha Burns.’


‘I see.’


‘Mr Booth, was the British government in which you were foreign secretary complicit in the capture, rendition to Syria and subsequent questioning of the Engineer?’


‘Ms McIntyre, I really couldn’t tell you. As I’ve said before, as foreign secretary, you can’t know everything that the intelligence services are up to.’


‘Yes, Mr Booth, you have said that before, I’m aware of that, on a number of occasions. The thing is I’m asking you about this specific case.’


‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘Did you authorise MI6 participation in the questioning of the Engineer?’


‘I refer you to my previous response.’


‘Come on, Mr Booth, this isn’t a courtroom. I’m just trying to find out the truth. We have a source in Whitehall who claims that this was authorised by you.’


‘I think I’ve said enough.’


‘Did you authorise MI6 participation in the torture of the Engineer?’


He cuts the connection.


‘Frank?’


He turns back to his wife.


‘You look terrible,’ she says.


‘It’s nothing to worry about.’


She is watching him with the wearily familiar expression of someone who has been asked to live with more disappointment than she deserves. ‘What have you done?’


‘It’s just a stupid journalist digging for dirt.’ He summons the smile. ‘You look beautiful. Come one, let’s go see the Americans.’




3


Kompromat


Jude Lyon, an officer of the British Secret Intelligence Service, more commonly known as MI6, stands, straight-backed and martial, before an expanse of raw canvas at least four metres on each side, in a high-ceilinged room in the National Gallery of Scotland. He is holding a rolled exhibition brochure in his right hand that he taps unselfconsciously against his thigh. The brochure has a quote from Robert Louis Stevenson’s honeymoon memoir The Silverado Squatters on the first page: ‘There are no foreign lands. It is the traveller only who is foreign.’


Jude finds the paintings strangely unsettling: they have the foreboding quality of a dream or a memory. The artist is internationally famous but, if you believe the brochure, notoriously difficult to pin down – a man without borders. He was born in Edinburgh but his childhood was in the USA, Jamaica and India. His family moved frequently. He went to nine different schools. Now he divides his time between Jamaica and Canada, where he has a teaching post. There is a quote from him that says: ‘I’m always foreign. But then who’s from anywhere?’


Jude’s immigrant provenance is equally exotic and fragmentary, shot through with competing veins of conformity and criminality, from a cigar-chomping bank robber for a grandfather to a general given to eccentricity and dark moods for a father.


For all that he is clubbable and well groomed, his curriculum vitae a whistle-stop tour of the establishment, there is something solitary and non-conformist about Jude. His desire for service is tempered by an increasing distrust of those in authority. And he carries within himself a reckless desire for truth that operates regardless of a quieter voice that struggles to plead caution.


 


The painting that he has been standing in front of for the last ten minutes is the most disturbing and, because Jude has reached a crossroads in his life and has an unquiet mind, he has been struggling to understand why.


It’s a huge oil painting with, according to the blurb, the power of an ancient symbol. It shows a spindly-legged man with raised, almost transparent wings standing on a darkened foreshore with untold depths behind him. The receding tide is lambent with foam and the sky is a deep mauve with only a narrow strip of lighter blue on the horizon, hinting at the approach of dawn.


Abruptly Jude realises what it is that the painting reminds him of. Abu Ghraib. It’s as if the painting is a negative, or an X-ray, of the infamous image of a hooded figure-on-a-box in a black poncho with his arms raised like bat wings. One of the cache of amateur digital snapshots of anonymous hooded prisoners, and US military policemen mugging and grinning for the camera, that marked the moment when the ideals of eighteenth-century America foundered in the sand. When the public began to accept what they already knew, that all the pretty talk of freedom and modernisation in Iraq disguised naked aggression and deep-seated cultural contempt. The realisation that the West was now mired in a hellish conflict with no end in sight; a conflict that, more than a decade later, continues to grow and mutate, infecting entire regions of the globe.


A leather-gloved hand cups Jude’s right buttock and gently squeezes.


‘A penny for your thoughts?’


Yulia is a head shorter than him, even in her beloved Louboutins, but her copper-flecked eyes are lit with fire, her smile is voracious and her voice is husky and low.


‘Daydreaming,’ he says.


‘Let’s go back to bed.’


 


Back in the Balmoral hotel, on silky sheets with a ludicrously high thread count, they fuck. She is straddling him with her spine bowed forward and the fingers of one hand between her thighs. He guesses from the glaze of sweat on her brow and her flushed cheeks, and the hypnotic rhythm of her hips racking against his thighs, that she is close, and he realises that he is not far behind.


‘Fuck me, Jew-boy!’


She is in black stockings and a wasp-waisted corset and her Louboutins. He believes that between the shoes and the custom-made corset, she’s wearing at least three thousand pounds sterling to bed. And that doesn’t include the jewellery, notably the rock on her finger, that he thinks must be worth three or four times that. It’s impossible to reconcile with her husband’s government salary and more likely attributable to his alleged links to PMC Valkyrie Group, a shadowy Panamanian-registered private military company that acts as a front for Russian intelligence.


The corset is to hide the stretch marks that are the only things that she appears to be self-conscious about. On the face of it, the fifteen-year difference in age between them doesn’t seem to faze her at all. And why should it? She’s getting what she set out to find when she posted her profile on an infidelity site on the web. She was very specific in her requirements: a handsome, well-mannered and virile man with martial posture, an art history degree, and a full head of hair. And although the upper echelons of the intelligence services may not be prepared to openly acknowledge the method by which it has been achieved, they are getting what they want: namely, proximity to her husband, a diplomat in the military attaché’s office at the Russian Embassy.


As for Jude, on the face of it he has nothing to complain about. She is as energetic a lover as she promised on the site. She gives every part of herself and exults in his taking her. As poised as she is in public, she is equally uninhibited in the bedroom. But, inevitably, given his questioning nature, there is a voice that is asking: Is this what you signed up for when you vowed to defend the realm – playing the honey in a trap?


She comes with her mouth wide open and her lush, expensively dyed hair tumbling across her shoulders. He follows soon after.


She tumbles off him and they lie beside each other, arms and legs akimbo, panting. He gazes without seeing at the flawless white expanse of the ceiling, and the image of the winged man on the dark foreshore returns unbidden to his mind.


‘You’re not here, are you?’ she says.


‘Of course, I am.’


‘You are such a beautiful boy.’


She has a way of speaking English that makes any endearment, no matter how innocuous, sound derisory.


 


The final scene is unexpectedly deferred. The jaws of the trap remain un-sprung. There’s no late-night knock at the door, no humiliating exposé of several weeks of diligently saved pornographic messages and graphic selfies, nor any tears or recriminations. There is no suggestion by a world-weary fellow spy that, if Yulia is prepared to cooperate, her brutish husband will remain none the wiser. Instead they sleep, rolling in and out of each other’s arms, and wake feeling refreshed and good about the world.


Something has happened.


They are sitting at either ends of the bath in a mountain of foam when the call comes. It’s Totty pretending to be his brother.


‘Grandma’s taken a turn for the worse. She’s asking for you.’


‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’


He ends the call and treats Yulia to an apologetic grimace.


‘I’m really sorry.’


She pouts and for the first time, he senses a deep well of anger in her. She does not like or expect to be let down, let alone abandoned on the one occasion they have managed to carve out more than a few hours alone together. Perhaps it does not help that she’s an only child whose parents are dead and, for the purposes of this operation, Jude has a large and fictitious family, which allows for multiple means of communication. Grandma on her last legs is code for ‘get your arse back to Vauxhall Cross pronto’.


He wonders what must have happened to prompt such a message. Is he compromised? Yulia is not showing any signs of suspicion, but it stands to reason that a woman who can successfully conduct an affair under the nose of a tyrannous and violent husband who works for the GRU, Russia’s military intelligence unit, must be a truly accomplished liar. Of course, there is another possible explanation. Her husband knows that she has allowed herself to be snared in a trap but she does not. In which case, she is the one most likely to face her husband’s wrath.


He gets out of the bath, grabs a towel, and pads across the room while the voice in his head scolds him. What has she done to deserve this? How can you have fallen so low?


The questions rise like bubbles of gas.
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The gibbet


Roland Totty meets Jude at arrivals but instead of driving into London they head west along the motorway before taking the turn-off to Hungerford.


‘Queen Bee is in a fury,’ Totty confides in him as they are crossing the common. Totty always gives the impression that he has special insight into Queen Bee’s moods but Jude guesses that the opposite is true. That’s why she keeps him close. He is a useful idiot.


‘Why?’ Jude asks.


‘The Guardian has got hold of a story. They’re threatening to print tomorrow.’


‘What is it?’


‘She’s not saying.’


Samantha Burns, otherwise known as Control, but more commonly Queen Bee, lives in a farmhouse in a secluded village in west Berkshire that, according to the grapevine, is exclusively populated by retired Whitehall mandarins and espiocrats. The village is in a coomb, a narrow steep-sided valley through which a river does not run, and they drop down into it from a chalk escarpment that is dominated by a 20-foot wooden gibbet, a medieval gallows-like structure.


Totty recklessly navigates the narrow steep-sided lanes, hemmed in by hedgerows thick with dog rose and buckthorn, and eventually pulls into a gravel drive and halts against the eaves of a brick and flint farmhouse with a thatched roof. They get out of the car. For all that she recruited him from the army, and has carefully cultivated his career, this is Jude’s first visit to Queen Bee’s home. It feels like he has been let into a jealously guarded secret. It must be very damaging, whatever it is The Guardian has uncovered, to merit such a break with protocol.


Totty uses the cast iron knocker on a substantial-looking oak door and clicks his fingers impatiently.


Camilla Church opens the door. Oh no, he thinks helplessly, not here, not now. She looks Jude up and down without making eye contact. He sees, with a sudden stab of mourning, that she is wearing her wedding ring again.


‘Go through,’ she says, in a steely tone, ‘she’s waiting.’ She glances at Totty, ‘Not you. You can wait in the car.’


Queen Bee is standing in her kitchen, artfully casual in pressed jeans and a flawless navy cashmere sweater with a string of pearls. Her hair is blow-dried and there is a hint of make-up about her eyes. With her is a stranger, unmistakably American, with lush, well-groomed hair, a button-down tattersall shirt, pleated chinos and sockless loafers.


‘Welcome, Jude,’ Queen Bee says. ‘Thank you for coming at such short notice.’ She is looking straight at him with palpable sincerity and if she is furious she has it well hidden. She is as self-contained as she was on their first encounter in a flattened town in Afghanistan.


‘What’s happening?’ he responds, aware of his former lover striding across the kitchen in the direction of the coffee maker. There is nothing soft or consolatory about Camilla’s beauty. She is all hard angles and disdainful polish: from her newly styled razor-cut platinum bob to her cocked elbow and knee-high leather boots.


‘Nasruddin al-Raqqah has resurfaced,’ Camilla says.


The full enormity of that takes a few moments to sink in. The last time that Jude had heard that name was on the tarmac at an air force base in Pakistan. A sleek, dart-shaped Gulfstream was waiting on the runway and tall black-suited Americans, unworldly as Tolkien’s elves, were standing waiting while the Pakistanis and the Syrians exchanged paperwork relating to Nasruddin’s pregnant wife.


The plane was on the ground for less than thirty minutes and when it was gone Jude never expected to hear that name again.


‘Come on,’ Queen Bee says, ‘let’s clear our heads and go for a walk.’


They choose from amongst a selection of muddy wellington boots of varying sizes in the boot room and the American accepts woollen socks to go with a pair. They follow a footpath up the hill with Totty trailing behind. They pass a sloping field filled with sheep and another with pheasant pens, before entering a tunnel of interlocking hawthorn, and finally emerging at the top.


‘We’re on the highest point of the Berkshire Downs here,’ Queen Bee explains. ‘In fact, the highest point in south-east England.’


‘I’ve always wondered, why do they call them downs when they’re up?’ the American asks.


‘It’s an old Celtic word for hill,’ Queen Bee explains.


Gazing at the natural hollow with the village and a Saxon church at its heart, Jude reflects on how typical it is of Queen Bee to hide in plain sight. Her very own hideout just a stone’s throw from London. It is as if she has bent the landscape around her to deflect unwanted attention.


‘What’s that?’ the American asks, pointing at the large wooden pole topped by a cross bar on the far side of the hollow. ‘I saw it on the way in.’


‘A gibbet,’ Queen Bee replies. ‘It was only used once back in the seventeenth century. They hung the bodies of an adulterous wife and her lover for all to see.’ Jude looks at it and imagines black crows wheeling around it. Beside him, Camilla is stone faced. There are no secrets here. ‘It’s served as a warning ever since.’


‘Al-Raqqah,’ the American says.


Queen Bee touches Jude’s forearm lightly and he takes it as his cue to speak. ‘Nasruddin al-Raqqah, also known as the Engineer, was an al-Qaeda bomb-maker responsible for the death of twenty-five British soldiers in a complex ambush in 2004 in Iraq,’ he explains. ‘He fled the country following the attack and we tracked him to Pakistan where, two years later, as a result of intelligence that we provided, he was apprehended by the Pakistani intelligence services.’


‘You assured us that he was a potential source of actionable intelligence,’ the American says.


Queen Bee sighs. ‘Given his history and the constraints that we were operating under we concluded that we were unlikely to be able to place him under sufficient pressure to reveal anything of significant value.’


‘So, at your request, we gave him to the Syrians,’ says the American.


Queen Bee looks at him in the manner of a schoolmistress challenged by an unfathomably dense pupil. ‘At the time, it was thought we could do business with the regime.’


‘Sure,’ the American shrugs. ‘It was glasnost in Damascus.’


‘So, what’s happened?’ Jude asks.


‘Somebody busted him out of jail,’ the American replies.


‘We don’t know that for sure,’ Camilla retorts.


‘It’s on YouTube.’


Queen Bee raises a hand to still them. ‘We know that an armed group affiliated to Islamic State assaulted a Syrian government facility on the outskirts of Damascus at the end of last week and released a video of the attack. They retrieved a prisoner from the basement. It may be Nasruddin al-Raqqah.’


‘Totty told me in the car that The Guardian has got hold of something?’ Jude says.


‘Unfortunately, the Syrians have proven to be assiduous in their record keeping,’ Queen Bee replies. ‘Two documents, faxes, have come to light, one from our friends here and one from us. They were recovered from the facility after the assault by an underground group of local activists. The faxes refer to Nasruddin’s rendition by the CIA and his subsequent questioning in Syria by a member of the British Secret Intelligence Service.’


The American sighs. ‘Vouchsafe, O Lord, to keep us this day without being found out.’


‘We have been found out,’ Queen Bee acknowledges. ‘There’s nothing we can do about that. For the press, it’s like an aching tooth. They won’t leave it alone. The prime minister has made it clear that there will have to be an investigation. An audit committee has been established.’


The American shakes his head. ‘We told you to leave it to us but you insisted on sending your boy down there.’


‘It was our intelligence that found him,’ Queen Bee says, ‘I had every right.’


‘We’ve got no dog in this fight, Sam,’ the American tells her.


‘I completely understand,’ Queen Bee says, briskly. She turns to Camilla. ‘Could you escort our friend back to the house? I need to have a quiet chat with Jude.’


‘Of course.’


Jude half-expects Camilla to click her jackboot heels.


‘I hope you make it through this, Sam,’ the American says.


‘Don’t you worry,’ she says. ‘There’s life in me yet.’


They stand in silence while Camilla and the American descend through the sloping tunnel of hawthorn towards the village.


‘We can no longer rely on our closest allies,’ Queen Bee says, when they are out of earshot. ‘They have become erratic and inconsistent. Their politics and policies are a malicious circus.’ She sighs and looks at him. ‘Syria is a terrible mess. We don’t need someone like Nasruddin running around making things worse.’


‘Understood.’


‘You look tired. It must be difficult to make believe you care. Emotionally, I mean.’


He stares at her without understanding her meaning.


‘Yulia,’ Queen Bee explains.


‘I’ve never claimed to care for Yulia,’ he replies, unnerved by the question.


‘Does she have feelings for you?’


He hesitates. ‘She’s used to getting what she wants. I’m not sure how she’ll cope with rejection.’


‘Nevertheless, you’re off the op.’


Jude nods. It’s not unexpected. Why bring him here unless they have other plans for him? But he is uneasy about the consequences. He has been working on Yulia for months now. And, Dammit, he likes her. She’s helped him to see beyond Camilla.


‘You’ll have to give evidence to the audit committee,’ Queen Bee explains. ‘The prime minister has given it to Chuka Odechukwu.’


‘I don’t know the name,’ Jude says.


‘He’s a lawyer from the Cabinet Office attached to the National Security Council. Very ambitious. He’ll be thorough. I expect you to be frank and honest. Have you got that? Frank and honest.’


‘Of course.’


A flash of movement catches his attention, an acid yellow butterfly trembling on the ground. Looking closer he realises that a swarm of tiny black ants have surrounded it and are beginning to tear it to pieces.


‘There’s something else I need you to do. Something not for the committee.’


‘Okay.’


‘I want you to find him.’


‘Nasruddin?’


‘Yes.’


So that’s what they are doing here on the top of the hill.


‘Camilla has found you a researcher,’ she says. ‘You’ll have your own discreet premises off-site, but with access to up-to-date intelligence and surveillance assets.’


‘And if I find him?’


She looks out across south-east England towards the English Channel. ‘We’ll use a missile. After 9/11 the Americans got in the detention and interrogation business. I don’t need to tell you what a mess that was. After that, they had to find somewhere else to put enemy combatants. So, they gave them away to third parties with more experience at extracting information, but that has been equally problematic. Frankly it’s easier to deal with them by drone.’ She returns her attention to him. ‘Camilla will sign off on your travel expenses and she’ll be your point of contact if you need to reach me. Can you work with her?’


‘Do I have any choice?’


She is looking at him in a manner that suggests that the answer is self-evident. ‘I want Nasruddin found and I want it done quickly. Is that clear?’


‘Yes.’


‘I know I can trust you, Jude.’


‘Yes.’


‘Come on let’s get home. My husband has baked a cake.’


He looks for the butterfly on the ground but not a speck of it remains.


 


Back in the kitchen there is no sign of the American. Camilla steers him to a seat at the table and gives him a cup of tea, a slice of Victoria sponge and a new, hardened laptop with a fingertip reader. She talks him through the access procedures. As she leans over him he realises that she is wearing Chanel No. 5, a distinctive scent that he has always considered both provocatively sexy and as impenetrable as a suit of armour; a perfume that he has never known her to wear before.


‘I’ve sent you a link to the film of the jailbreak,’ she says. ‘Make sure you look at it before tomorrow.’


He doesn’t reply. The effort to maintain control in her presence is costing him more than he cares to admit.


‘Chuka is expecting you at 9 a.m. sharp, at Vauxhall Cross,’ she tells him.


‘Okay.’


‘Totty will run you home.’


‘Okay.’


‘Are you still in Shoreditch?’


‘Yes.’


She shakes her head. ‘When are you going to find your own place?’


He can’t help himself. ‘You know me, anyone’s bed but my own.’


‘I don’t want a fight with you,’ she says.


She walks him out to the car and raps on the window with her knuckles to wake Totty. She turns to Jude.


‘Just remember who you’re working for and concentrate on the task you’ve been given.’ Her expression softens a little. He detects a hint of compassion. She knows how he feels about Queen Bee. ‘Don’t go off on one, Jude.’
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Breaking the Walls


Jude comes up out of the depths of Old Street Station and heads east towards Shoreditch. As he walks down Rivington Street the mass of people starts to thicken: drinkers and vapers spilling out on to the cobbles from the pubs and restaurants. He stops off for a pint of semi-skimmed from a Bengali corner shop and then a pot of Vietnamese beef pho from Boat People. He queues for the counter alongside a floor-to-ceiling photomontage of visa applications for the owner’s extended family.


His friend Sanjay’s loft is in a cul-de-sac just off Shoreditch High Street. It’s on the top floor of a former bonded warehouse turned garment sweatshop, now populated on its lower floors by start-ups peddling newly minted algorithms. On the pavement outside there are what Sanjay likes to call a ‘vintage of hipsters’: skinny, tattooed simulacra of Edwardian explorers and Norwegian fishermen necking artisanal beers.


‘Excuse me,’ Jude murmurs, sliding between them and reaching for his keys.


Sanjay’s obsession with security may verge on the paranoid but there is something reassuringly bulky about the keys to his flat. They are of the patented kind that can only be copied with letters of authorisation and there are four of them, one for the hardwood street door, and three for the steel door into the flat. Jude rides the freight elevator to the top, nods to the CCTV camera watching from inside a black sphere above Sanjay’s door and disables the alarm as he enters. He throws all three bolts behind him and crosses the waxed floorboards to the kitchen.


He puts the milk in Sanjay’s large stainless-steel German fridge, which has nothing but steel cans of esoterically-sourced coffee in it, and sits on one of the stools at the mottled zinc-topped island to eat his pho while it’s still hot. He stares through the wall of glass at the cluster of faux-skyscrapers in the City with their nursery-school nicknames: The Gherkin, The Walkie-talkie, The Cheese Grater, The Can of Ham.


When he is finished he goes through into the master bedroom and opens the closet. He parts the rows of Sanjay’s identical suits and kneels down. There is an electronic safe bolted to the solid brick interior wall. He enters the code and it clicks open. Inside there is a bundle of three burner phones, each one marked with different coloured electrical tape; four further burners still in their packaging; a pile of sim cards; an unregistered Glock 17 9 mm pistol with two fully charged magazines; a radio-frequency detector with a 10 MHz to 25 GHz range; and two zip-lock bags, one containing cash of various currencies and the other a variety of passports, some of which are unknown to his employers. He takes the phones and lays them out on the kitchen counter, and adds the one marked with yellow tape that he has brought with him from Edinburgh to the collection.


He switches them all on.


Three vibrate. Red, yellow and green: two missed calls from his sister Hannah; a message from Yulia that says Call Me; and a voicemail from his therapist reminding him that if he fails to attend a session she will have to report it to his employers.


There is nothing from Camilla on any of his phones.


He doesn’t understand why Queen Bee has forced them to work together. Surely Camilla doesn’t want this any more than he does. He contemplates calling her but uncomfortable memories of post-split monomania delay his hand. In the months after she went back to her husband he had often messaged her in the dark hours when no one should press send.


Be calm, he thinks. Be reasonable. Don’t call. He fills the kettle.


The red phone vibrates. It is his sister Hannah again. He hesitates, reluctant to engage, but as much as he tells himself he can live without his family, he does not like the idea of losing her. For her sake, he should make the effort. He accepts the call.


‘Jude?’


‘I’m here.’


Her voice wavers, takes on a slightly petulant tone.


‘We haven’t seen you for ages.’


‘It’s been difficult,’ he says. His occupation is neither acknowledged nor discussed and she knows better than to ask him where he’s been. There is a privileged status to being the oldest and only male child in a family where dysfunction reigns.


‘Come over on Thursday,’ she says. ‘I’m cooking dinner.’


His sister wants a happy family and he’s an ingredient she can’t do without.


‘That’s very kind of you but . . .’


‘Come on make the effort.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What’s the matter with you?’


He can’t tell her that he’s been knocked sideways by a double blow: the first punch a face-to-face with a former lover who he has been expressly forbidden to have any contact with; and the second, an all-too-vivid recollection of his role in a questionable operation in the so-called ‘War on Terror’.


‘Just a work thing,’ he says. ‘I’m fine, really.’


‘Come over. Get away from it all. The girls will be really disappointed if you don’t come and see them soon. You’re their favourite uncle.’


‘I’m their only uncle.’


‘Say you’ll come.’


He sighs. ‘I’ll come.’


‘That’s brilliant.’ Her voice alters, she sounds happy, excited even. ‘We’ll see you at seven-thirty.’


‘See you then.’


‘Looking forward to it.’


They hang up. He feels better. He makes coffee and carries it over to the island where his new laptop is waiting. It looks sinister enough to launch intercontinental ballistic missiles. He fires it up, opens the shield icon and logs on to the secure server with his right index finger. There is no text with Camilla’s email, just an attachment that contains a video clip. It is labelled Breaking the Walls #24. The file icon is a video grab of a man’s head and shoulders. The martyr. He is a bear of a man with a thick bushy beard and he is wearing a black scarf bearing the insignia of Islamic State.


Jude lifts his black unsweetened coffee to his lips and presses play.


The martyr is standing beside a truck with his shoulders hunched and his hands in his pockets. He is wearing a dirty white shalwar kameez that is several sizes too small for him. He looks up from his feet and squints uncertainly at something or someone unseen.


‘It’s time for you to make your peace with God,’ the cameraman tells the man in Arabic but it appears that he does not understand. He looks crestfallen.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says in English with a recognisable Yorkshire accent. ‘I can’t speak it. I wish I could. Everyone expects it. I’m just not a very good speaker.’ He takes his hands out of his pockets. They are surprisingly small given his size and they flutter at his throat. ‘My tongue has got like . . . a knot in it. I wish I could make you understand. The words I’m supposed to say . . . it should come from the heart. I just can’t do it.’


He shakes his head sorrowfully.


‘Speak English!’ the cameraman urges him.


The martyr looks surprised. ‘Okay . . .’


‘Jihad!’


The martyr nods slowly. ‘Okay.’


He inhales and exhales.


‘Okay.’


Finally, he looks straight into the lens and Jude gets a glimpse of animal fear, the desperate mental struggle of a man to keep himself together in the face of imminent death. ‘I’m doing this for Allah, for his glory. I am happy to give up my life. Truly I am. So that my brothers may be freed from the dungeon of Assad where they have been like . . . tortured and maimed. I am here today to give my last breath for them. I have no regrets. I’m not a bit sorry . . .’


A fighter in a balaclava with a Kalashnikov strides into the picture and throws his arm around the martyr’s shoulders. He points at the camera with his index finger, either mimicking a handgun or brandishing the shahadad, the finger of God, it’s not clear which. The martyr looks embarrassed at the interruption but then he joins in. Another fighter steps in. They are all pointing: the condemned aping for the camera.
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