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Sverdlovsk, Russia 1979




It began on a Sunday night.


Alexei Nikolayev, a thirty-six-year-old father of two living in the closed Soviet city of Sverdlovsk, was contentedly bathing his son on a warm spring evening when he started to feel short of breath. Sitting back on the floor of the bathroom, he began to cough repeatedly. He could not stop. Alexei’s wife, Vera Nikolayeva, came into the bathroom and asked what was wrong. Without responding, her husband stood up, went into the living room and lay down on the sofa.


Vera took the boy from the bath, wrapped him in a towel and carried him in.


‘You were drinking last night,’ she said, admonishing her husband as she dried the child’s hair. Alexei had polished off a bottle of vodka with a friend who lived in a neighbouring street. Vera assumed, with good reason, that her husband had a hangover. ‘It’s a shame,’ she said. ‘You’re supposed to help me at weekends, to read the children a bedtime story. They look forward to it.’


Vera was not to know that her husband’s condition had nothing to do with alcohol. Two days earlier, while conducting a routine check at the end of his shift at the Soviet Army’s Biological Weapons Research Facility in Sverdlovsk, an engineer named Oleg Pavlov had discovered a clogged filter blocking an exhaust pipe in Compound 19. Clogged filters were not uncommon, but they were potentially extremely dangerous. Oleg’s job was to oversee the drying of fermented anthrax cultures, which would then be ground into a fine powder for use in weaponised aerosols. If these spores ever escaped into the open air, the results would be catastrophic. Oleg had written a note to his supervisor advising him that the blocked filter had been removed and needed to be replaced as a matter of urgency. He had then hurried home for the weekend.


Distracted and short of sleep, Oleg’s supervisor, Lieutenant Colonel Nikolai Sorokin, failed to act on the information contained in the note. It was policy for the drying machines to be switched off at the end of each shift so that maintenance and safety checks could be carried out. Seeing nothing of consequence in the Compound 19 logbook, Sorokin had restarted the machines. Settling down at his desk to smoke a cigarette, the lieutenant colonel was unaware that a fine dust of deadly anthrax spores immediately started moving through the exhaust pipes. They were soon expelled into the open air over Sverdlovsk. It was several hours before the missing filter was noticed and the machines shut down. By then, the spores had spread over a wide area, carried on the northerly wind.


Alexei Nikolayev worked in a ceramics factory located just across the street from Compound 19. On his way home on Friday night, he had stopped to speak to a co-worker, Leonid Ionov, who was having difficulties in his marriage. It was a balmy evening and the two men had chatted for some time.


‘Just be patient,’ Alexei Nikolayev had told him. ‘All women want is to feel that we love them. They want to have control. Don’t do anything foolish. In a few weeks all this will seem like nothing.’


By Sunday, Leonid was suffering with the same shortness of breath which had afflicted his friend. In the early hours of Monday morning he woke up covered in sweat and coughing wretchedly. His wife, alarmed by these symptoms, mixed honey into a glass of tea and encouraged Leonid to drink. It did no good. By dawn, small black swellings had appeared on his neck and shoulders, quickly spreading to the top of his chest. The swellings became ulcerous as the day went on. 


Less than a mile away, in a nearby apartment complex, Alexei Nikolayev’s symptoms had also worsened. Vera telephoned for help but doctors were not available. Dozens of employees at the ceramics factory who had left work at the same time were experiencing similar illnesses. Unbeknown to their families, all of them were suffering from acute pulmonary anthrax poisoning. By the end of the week, they would all be dead. As many as one thousand residents lost their lives as a result of the leak from Compound 19.


As a closed city, specific authorisation was already required to enter Sverdlovsk. Any citizen wishing to leave needed a permit to do so. Vera Nikolayeva knew that phone calls were tapped and that news from Sverdlovsk rarely reached the outside world. In the awful days following the loss of her husband, she heard that local hospitals had been overwhelmed by men and women with identical symptoms to Alexei. Two doctors visited her apartment and explained what had happened.


‘Your husband’s death was caused by a consignment of contaminated meat sold on the black market,’ the older of them told her. He wore a white coat and had a stethoscope around his neck. ‘Along with many others, he ate the meat and, as a consequence, was fatally poisoned.’


‘But I have never bought such food,’ Vera replied. ‘This is why I don’t trust the black market.’


‘Unfortunately, the meat was served in the canteen at his factory,’ the other doctor explained. ‘The authorities are trying as hard as they can to track down the offending vendors. Rest assured they will be caught and prosecuted to the full extent of the law.’


The doctors expressed their condolences, handed Vera Alexei’s death certificate and left hurriedly without touching the tea she had prepared for them. They were busy and needed to visit a number of bereaved families in the area. Two days later it was announced on the wireless that several traders in Sverdlovsk had been imprisoned on charges of selling contaminated beef. Officials had also rounded up a number of stray dogs and destroyed them on the grounds that they presented a danger to public health. Flyers were distributed around the city ordering citizens to stop buying food on the black market. Anybody who dared to question the official line was intimidated into silence. In time, fear and suspicion ensured that the disaster was rarely spoken of, even by those who had lost husbands, wives, and in some cases children.


It was only many years later, long after the collapse of the Soviet Union, that Vera Nikolayeva—now remarried and living in Germany—learned the truth about what had happened to her husband. When news of the leak from Compound 19 had reached Moscow, a team of KGB officers had been dispatched to Sverdlovsk. The development of weaponised anthrax constituted a breach of the 1972 Biological Weapons Convention; in typical Soviet fashion, the officers had set about covering everything up. In this task they were assisted by officials from the local Communist Party, including none other than Boris Yeltsin, the future president of the Russian Federation. Under no circumstances could the outside world learn about the activities of Biopreparat, the Soviet Union’s secret biological weapons programme. The two men in the pristine white coats who had come to Vera’s apartment were not doctors; they were KGB. The death certificate they had given her was a fake. Her late husband’s medical records had been destroyed in 1979. Alexei Nikolayev had been just one of many of the victims of what became known as ‘the biological Chernobyl’.




The present day
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‘GONE FISHING!’ said the handwritten note attached to the refrigerator in Saul Kaszeta’s sunlit Connecticut kitchen, sparrows chirping in the trees beyond the conservatory, fresh flowers and a box of chocolates on the kitchen counter. The chocolates were a gift for Kaszeta’s daughter, Tasha, who was driving up from Brooklyn to house-sit for the long weekend. Her father, whom she had seen only once since Christmas because of the lockdown in New York, was heading off to the Adirondacks on his annual fishing trip.


A short, compact widower of seventy-seven, Kaszeta was often seen practising tai-chi in the local park. He was known occasionally to jog on the quiet suburban streets of Darien, sometimes in the company of his friend, Ray, who was at least twenty years his junior, but most often alone. Kaszeta had been a general in the Russian army in the last decade of the Cold War, a fact unknown to all but his closest acquaintances in the United States, none of whom were aware that his real name was Evgeny Palatnik, nor that he had been a source for BOX 88, a top-secret Anglo-American spy agency, for the final nine years of his military career. In Darien it was widely believed that Kaszeta had been a schoolteacher in Rostov-on-Don who had taken advantage of a post-Soviet emigration programme to move to Connecticut. A dignified, charming Russian émigré who had lost his wife to cancer late in 2017, he taught chess to the pupils at the local high school, accepting no payment for his time, sang a stirring baritone in the church choir and was famed for an extraordinarily high tolerance for alcohol.


The journey to the log cabin in the foothills of the Adirondack Mountains took approximately four hours in manageable traffic, as much as seven when there was trouble on the roads. Though in robust good health for a man well into his eighth decade, Kaszeta suffered from glaucoma, an eye condition that required the administration of pharmaceutical drops once a day. Driving could sometimes exacerbate the symptoms and Tasha had rung to remind her father not to forget to take his bottle of Xalatan to Lake Placid.


As soon as Kaszeta arrived at the cabin, he carried his overnight bag into the living room, opened the windows, checked that the gas and electricity were working and sat on the porch enjoying the turkey and Swiss cheese sandwich he had bought in town, washing it down with a Heady Topper. The coolness of the beer made him think about his medication, which needed to be kept cold, and he returned to the kitchen to put the Xalatan in the fridge. Having unpacked his clothes, he fetched his equipment from the utility room and called Tasha to let her know that he had arrived safely. She was already at the house in Darien, thanked him for the chocolates and said that she would make a casserole for his return. As a courtesy, Kaszeta then rang his handler at Langley, but the call went straight to voicemail. He sent a text message instead, informing the CIA that he would be staying in Lake Placid for the next four nights.


‘Happy fishing, Saul,’ came the reply. ‘Catch a brook trout, not the virus!’


Kaszeta left the phone charging beside his bed and set out for an afternoon of fishing. In years gone by it had been a matter of pride to the local residents that they did not need to lock their cabins, but times had changed in America. Kaszeta was now careful not only to make sure the windows and doors were secure, but also that the dome lens CCTV camera above the porch was in good working order.


Then he could relax. The lake was the best of his adopted country. In his opinion the calm, sunlit waters and the cry of the loon were as American as apple pie and Nelson Rockefeller. He was never happier than when fishing in summer, breathing the fresh mountain air, listening to the gentle putter of distant motorboats and the delighted laughter of swimmers.


A little more than a mile away, FSB officer Vasily Zatulin, disguised as a US postal worker, approached the front door of Kaszeta’s log cabin.


He picked the simple lock with ease and made his way into the kitchen. Confirming that the label on the bottle of Xalatan exactly matched the details on the duplicate in his hand, Zatulin switched Kaszeta’s glaucoma medication for an A-234 Novichok dissolved in saline, closed the door of the fridge and returned to his vehicle. At the wheel was Virginia Terry, an SVR illegal, resident in Vermont for more than nine years. It was Terry who had run Palatnik to ground, thanks to a detail in the Snowden files and a chance remark by a CIA officer she had befriended in Washington. With the connivance of FSB director Alexander Makarov and his associate, Mikhail Gromik, Terry had obtained Kaszeta’s medical records from a doctor’s surgery in Darien and plotted the assassination.


Several hours passed. Kaszeta returned from the lake having failed to catch a fish, drove into town to buy provisions, then cooked himself scrambled eggs for supper while listening to PBS. Just before nine o’clock he changed into pyjamas and climbed into bed, ready to make a start on Vasily Grossman’s Life and Fate, a novel he had always intended to read and had promised himself he would complete by the end of the year.


He had read only two chapters when he felt the telltale dryness in his eyes, always worse in the warm summer months. As usual Kaszeta had forgotten to take his medication. Setting the novel to one side, he made his way to the kitchen, took the bottle of Xalatan from the fridge, shook the contents and unscrewed the cap. At the kitchen table, he tipped his head back and administered one drop to each eye, blinking to ensure that none was wasted.


He could tell something was wrong almost immediately. It was as though a vast shadow had passed over the cabin, dimming the lights in each of the rooms. Kaszeta had the strange, disorienting sensation that he was losing his sight. Confused and growing dizzy, he walked into the bathroom and checked his reflection in the mirror. He switched on the pop light over the basin but it had little effect. The room was now almost completely dark. Stumbling back to the bedroom, his left eye twitching, he reached for his cell phone. He had taken the eye drops a thousand times without difficulty; nothing like this had ever happened before. He tried to find the number for his doctor in Darien, but he could not focus on the screen. His hands were shaking but he managed to make a call, connecting to the last number he had dialled on the phone. It was Jerry, his handler at CIA.


‘Saul? How’s all that seclusion? Good fishing?’


The phone was moving uncontrollably in his hand. Kaszeta found that it was almost impossible to speak.


‘Jerry.’ His voice was very faint. He was trying so hard. It was the feeling of wanting to shout in a dream but being unable to make any sound.


‘Saul? You OK? I can’t hear you.’


‘Help me,’ Kaszeta gasped. ‘Please, Jerry. Something is happening . . .’
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Lachlan Kite sat on a wooden bench at the edge of Kew Green watching his first cricket match of the long, disrupted summer. He had a mobile phone in one hand, an Americano in the other, sections of The Sunday Times scattered on the seat beside him. It was a blistering July afternoon, the players in caps and crumpled white hats which offered scant protection from the glare of the sun. Kite wished that he was among them, fielding at slip or facing the innocuous medium pace of the opposition bowlers, scoring a quick fifty and taking three wickets after tea. He missed the simple camaraderie of the cricket team: the sense that what was at stake—a frustrating defeat, an honourable draw, a stirring victory—was at once enormously important and yet, in the grand scheme of things, utterly insignificant. Like Kite, the men in the outfield were all in middle age, joking and cajoling one another, clutching sore backs and hobbling on weakened knees. Had he chosen a different path he would have been one of them: a lawyer, a filmmaker, a restauranteur. But BOX 88, even in the quiet summer of 2020, left precious little time for cricket.


Kite was in a contemplative mood. He had come to Kew from the Osbourne & Saxony Care Home in Strawberry Hill, intending to visit the botanical gardens so that he could clear his mind, but instead stopping beside the green to watch the game. His mother, Cheryl, had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s at the beginning of the year, her mental and physical decline described by her doctor as some of the most aggressive he had ever encountered. Due to the restrictions imposed by the pandemic, Kite had not seen her face to face for over two months. In that time she had suffered a fall and now required a wheelchair to move around. He had waited for his mother in the grounds of the care home on a bench wearing a surgical mask and tight latex gloves, a flimsy plastic apron covering his chest and thighs. In order further to protect her from the possibility of infection, an armchair had been brought out from the main house and placed under a small gazebo two metres from Kite. There was a bottle of hand sanitiser attached to the bench and a sticker showing the correct measurements for social distancing. Some lines of scripture had been carved into the wood, a dedication to a former resident:


‘Their soul shall be as a watered garden; And they shall not suffer anymore.’


It had been a grim hour, punctuated by the occasional cries of patients in distress: an old woman screaming for a nurse; a wheezing man begging for pain relief. His mother had been dressed in a pair of blue linen trousers and a pale pink blouse. Her thinning hair was now completely white; it moved feebly in the warm wind like cobwebs. There were moments during their conversation in which Cheryl had seemed lucid, railing against her captivity, bitterly criticising the nurses who cared for her and lamenting the tedium of her long, unchanging days. Kite was to blame, she said. He had imprisoned her. Kite knew that there was nothing he could say or do to challenge this assertion or even to console her; Cheryl had always possessed an irrational shortness of temper which had been amplified by the wretched disease. They had never been close; indeed, it would be fair to say that Kite had spent most of his life trying to get as far away from his mother as possible. Yet in the sudden twilight of her life he felt a deep responsibility for her well-being. She had raised him as a single mother following his father’s untimely death; Kite was her only child and, with the exception of his estranged wife, Isobel, and baby daughter, Ingrid, her sole living relative.


‘And how is Martha?’ she had asked.


Martha Raine had been Kite’s on-off girlfriend for much of his adult life. She now lived in New York with her husband.


‘I’m not with Martha anymore, Mum,’ he explained. ‘She married somebody else. A long time ago. Remember? They have two children. She lives in America.’


‘I went to America in 1970,’ she replied wistfully. Cheryl had been a model in the sixties, riding on the coattails of Twiggy and Jean Shrimpton. ‘It was so hot. Hotter than today even.’ Her voice, normally so robust, was faint and indistinct. ‘What about Isobel?’


‘Isobel is in Sweden with her mother,’ Kite replied. ‘She sends her love to you.’


‘Did she have the baby?’


Kite had twice told his mother that Isobel had given birth to a baby girl. He had sent her videos and photographs of the child via WhatsApp. At his request, the home had opened a bottle of Moët & Chandon in celebration of Cheryl becoming a grandmother for the first time. From the Covid-free sanctity of her room they had toasted Ingrid on FaceTime, touching the rim of their champagne glasses against the screens of their phones. This was the new way of family intimacy: distant, pixelated, cold.


‘I told you, Mum,’ he said, trying not to sound impatient. ‘She had a girl. Ingrid. They’re both in Sweden. Do you remember the photographs I sent? They’re on your phone.’


Cheryl’s expression became reproachful.


‘Why aren’t you with her?’ she demanded, the embers of her quick, suspicious temper flaring.


‘I’ve explained that, too,’ he said, resenting his mother’s disease as he resented the fierce heat of the sun in that bland, ordered garden, the sweat on his hands beneath the tight latex gloves. ‘I had to fly back to London for work. Then we were locked down. I haven’t been able to get back to Stockholm to see them.’


It wasn’t the whole truth, or anything close to it. Kite had not spoken to Isobel in over a month. She was refusing to answer his calls, instead writing to say that she was ‘reconsidering her life’ and preferred to keep Ingrid ‘safe in Sweden’. She had always known that Kite worked for British intelligence; what she had not counted on was the threat to her own safety. At the turn of the year she had been kidnapped by members of an Iranian gang who had targeted Kite. Her ordeal might have resulted in the death of their unborn child; did Kite not understand that he must now leave his job in order to guarantee the safety of their family in the years to come? Kite had refused to countenance such a decision, arguing that the kidnapping had been a one-off, a momentary crisis which would never happen again. Yet the demands of secrecy meant that he could not discuss what had happened in any detail, nor why they would not be seeking justice through the courts. To do so would be to risk exposing the existence of BOX 88, the shadow Anglo-American intelligence service to which he had dedicated his working life and about which Isobel knew nothing. With Ingrid barely a few days old, Kite had retreated into obfuscation, telling his wife that he would soon return to London to resume his work for MI6. This simple breach had been enough to tear the fabric of their relationship; the trust they had built up over more than six years had been broken not by something as commonplace as lies or infidelity, but by the demands of the secret world.


A catch was taken on Kew Green, a looping caught-and-bowled bringing an end to an innings of 65 by a short, barrel-chested South African referred to as ‘Savage’ by his teammates. There was a smattering of applause from the wives and girlfriends sitting on rugs at the boundary’s edge. An elderly couple walked in front of Kite’s bench, neither wearing masks, both supported on sticks. In the distance, across the parched outfield, children were throwing a plastic toy for a puppy and delightedly clapping their hands as it jumped and scampered about. A plane roared in descent towards Heathrow. Kite heard the sudden, surprising clack of a seagull and was transported back to his youth, puffins and cormorants wheeling over the beach at Killantringan, the hotel his mother had owned on the west coast of Scotland.


‘Lockie?’


Kite set the coffee down and looked up, shielding his eyes from the sun.


Cara Jannaway was standing in front of him wearing sunglasses, wedge heels and a red summer dress. They had made no arrangement to meet, but Kite was not surprised to see her: the fix on his phone meant that BOX could find him twenty-four hours a day. Her unscheduled appearance meant business. She wouldn’t have disturbed him on a Sunday if it wasn’t important.


‘Hello there,’ he said. ‘Cricket lover?’


‘You must be joking.’ She had a sharp east London accent and a way of treating him almost carelessly that Kite enjoyed. ‘Sporting equivalent of watching paint dry. Makes crown bowls look exciting.’


‘That’s because you don’t understand it,’ he replied, gesturing at Cara to sit beside him. ‘You don’t have to socially distance,’ he added. ‘I’ve already had the plague.’


Cara had joined BOX 88 from MI5 after playing a crucial role in freeing Kite from the same Iranian gang which had held Isobel hostage. She was twenty-seven, imaginative but practical, brave without being reckless. With Kite and several others, she had formed part of a skeleton BOX 88 staff during the global lockdown, living in an apartment near the agency’s temporary headquarters in Chelsea. Kite had grown very fond of her.


‘Funny,’ she said, sweeping dust off the bench and straightening out her dress as she sat down. ‘So what don’t I understand about cricket, Mr Kite? What’s so fascinating about a bunch of men standing in the middle of a field for eight hours throwing a ball at each other?’


He liked it that she hadn’t immediately told him why she was there.


‘Heathen.’ He shook his head with exaggerated dismay and gestured towards the players. ‘Everything you need to know about our business lies before you.’


‘Is that right?’ Cara removed her sunglasses. ‘Go on then, Gandalf. Enlighten me.’


Kite set his empty coffee cup on the bench.


‘You see this man walking to the middle?’ A new batsman had come to the crease, replacing the recently departed ‘Savage’. ‘Chances are the opposition knows nothing about him. He could be their best player, he could be utterly hopeless. It’s a mystery.’


The batsman was at least fifty-five, wearing black running shoes and an ill-fitting helmet. His shirt was out at the front and tucked in at the back. Two of the straps of his batting pads hung loose around his legs.


‘My money’s on hopeless,’ she said.


‘It’s the same for the batsman,’ Kite continued. ‘He’s been watching from fifty metres away, but he doesn’t know much about the bowlers, even less about the pitch. Will it bounce or keep low? Will it spin or move off the wicket? Can the bowler move the ball in the air, or is the weather too hot for a swing?’


‘Is the weather too hot for what now?’ A Labrador had run in front of them, barking delightedly off its lead. ‘I literally haven’t understood a word of what you’ve just said. You might as well be talking to that dog.’


‘It’s a metaphor, Cara. You know what a metaphor is, don’t you? Cricket as a version of life. This man taking guard now.’ Kite was again referring to the new batsman. ‘He has to protect his wicket. He has to score runs for his team. He has to build a partnership with the player at the other end. They have to communicate. They’re going to be calling for runs, rotating the strike. They have to learn to trust one another.’


‘What if he’s out?’ Cara asked.


‘Exactly! It could all be over in the next thirty seconds. He might have driven a hundred miles to be here today, to bat in west London, to make some runs he can go home and feel good about. But he could be out first ball. Then he has the rest of the day to regret the shot he played, to stand in the outfield in thirty-five degrees of sunshine with nothing better to do than think about the long drive home.’


‘I’m still waiting for the metaphor.’


Kite hesitated. He suddenly wanted Cara to take seriously what he was about to tell her.


‘What we do is about making what is unknown known,’ he said, fixing her with a stare which snatched all the playfulness from her eyes. ‘It’s about collective and individual responsibility. It’s about loneliness and leadership. Above all, it’s about trust.’


She nodded quickly. Kite saw that he had struck some sort of nerve and waited for Cara to respond. But then a wicket fell, popping the tension.


‘Oh look, he’s out,’ she said.


Sure enough, the new batsman had been clean bowled second ball, the sound of the quick, gentle clink of broken wickets travelling across the outfield. The fielders roared in celebration and came together to congratulate the bowler, touching elbows ironically in the contemporary style.


‘Not a good shot,’ Kite observed. ‘Played all round it. Speaking of leadership, what are you doing here?’


‘Trouble in America,’ she said. ‘Somebody on JUDAS. Looks like another Skripal, only this time they were more successful.’


Kite felt his chest tighten. JUDAS was a list of Russian intelligence officers, military personnel and scientists living in the West who had been targeted for reprisal assassinations by Moscow. Alexander Litvinenko had been JUDAS 47, Sergei Skripal, the former GRU officer targeted in Salisbury two years earlier, JUDAS 54.


‘Who did they hit?’ he asked.


‘Evgeny Palatnik.’


Kite stared across the green, the name setting off a chain reaction of memories, each one leading inexorably to Martha, to Voronezh and, finally, to Yuri Aranov. He was back in the long, chaotic summer of 1993, a student sent into the heart of post-Soviet Russia by BOX 88 with instructions to bring Aranov out of the country.


‘How did they do it?’ he asked, remembering the dying Litvinenko, the miracle of Skripal’s survival.


‘You don’t want to know.’
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The first seeds of Kite’s plan to avenge Evgeny Palatnik were sown in these moments. Kite had seen much in his thirty years in the secret world—violence and limitless greed, abhorrent deceptions and treachery—but few things to compare with Cara’s description of what had been done to Palatnik. It was depraved. He was by turns disgusted and roused to furious anger. If the Americans failed to respond to the attack with adequate force—just as successive British governments had done little to deter Moscow from repeated outrages on home soil—then BOX 88 would step into the breach. Kite did not yet know how he would do it, nor what methods he would employ to bring the perpetrators to justice. He knew only that the rule of law would not apply.


They left Kew Green immediately, taking the car which Cara had parked nearby. On the journey to headquarters, Kite explained why Palatnik had been targeted.


‘Evgeny was a colonel in the Red Army and first deputy chief of Biopreparat.’


‘Biopreparat?’


‘The Soviet biological weapons programme. BOX recruited Palatnik in Paris in 1981, codename WALTER. He thought he was working for the CIA. For the next decade he gave us everything he could on Russia’s offensive smallpox and anthrax capabilities. What Gordievsky was to the political picture in Moscow, Palatnik was to the threat from biological weapons. He told us about the anthrax leak at Sverdlovsk; he knew about breakthrough research in myelin toxin, which the Soviets had been able to hide inside a common strain of tuberculosis. When Yeltsin took over, Palatnik called time on his days as an agent. Wanted to get out. The idea was to set him up with a new life in the West.’


‘Wasn’t that straightforward after ’91?’


‘You might have thought so.’ Kite switched off the air conditioning and lowered a window. ‘Ten months after the collapse of the Soviet Union, WALTER was still under round-the-clock KGB surveillance, forbidden to leave the country.’


‘How come?’


‘He was too important. Russia was undergoing a brain drain, scientists leaving left, right and centre. They wouldn’t give him a passport.’


‘And they had no idea he was working for us?’


‘Correct.’


A mother and child stepped onto a zebra crossing on Chiswick High Road. Kite braked, waiting for them to pass.


‘Long story short, one of our officers succeeded in spiriting Palatnik across the border into Belarus.’


‘Spiriting,’ Cara repeated, teasing Kite for being un­necessarily euphemistic. ‘How did he do that, then? Séance? Hot-air balloon?’


‘She,’ Kite replied, not in the mood for joking around. He kept thinking about Palatnik’s last moments, the horror of what had been done to him. ‘The exfil was carried out by a woman.’


‘I stand corrected.’


‘So Mr Palatnik goes to Washington, gets himself a new identity, an American wife, sinecure at the Pentagon, worked there until 2009 before retiring to the suburbs of Connecticut.’


‘How do you remember all this so long afterwards?’ Cara asked.


‘I’ve always been lucky with my memory.’ Kite took his hand off the gearstick and tapped a temple. ‘Stuff goes in, it never comes out.’


‘Memory is a talent,’ she replied. ‘Mine’s not bad. I think you’re either born with it or you’re not. Like being good at chess or playing the piano.’


‘Yes, but annoyingly talent is never enough, is it?’ Kite swerved around a hubcap lying loose in the road. ‘Memory is a muscle. Needs exercise.’


He was playing the boss, trying to teach Cara while at the same time not being entirely truthful with her. Kite remembered so much detail about Palatnik because it was Palatnik who had put BOX on to Yuri Aranov, the brilliant young scientist who had worked on the myelin toxin programme at Biopreparat. Aranov was as much a part of the furniture of his mind as Martha Raine, Cosmo de Paul and his late mentor, Michael Strawson. They had all been principal players in a wretched, chaotic summer twenty-seven years earlier when Kite had been sent to Voronezh to extract Aranov.


‘This was definitely a Russian operation,’ said Cara. It sounded like a statement, not a question. They had reached a second zebra crossing in Hammersmith and were again obliged to wait, this time for a beret-wearing hipster and an old man in a three-piece suit shuffling in opposite directions. ‘I mean who else burns an old man’s eyes out with a Novichok?’ 


‘Unless somebody wanted to make it look like a Russian operation, for reasons we don’t yet understand,’ Kite replied. ‘But, yes, we can assume the order came from Moscow. Evgeny survived undiscovered for three decades, but they eventu­ally found him. What’s strange is why now? The world is asleep. Why do it when the risk of getting caught is so much greater? Why antagonise the Americans?’


‘Maybe this was their only window of opportunity.’


Kite agreed but did not say so. He was busy wondering how Palatnik had been run to ground. The CIA had been responsible for his welfare. Had they become sloppy or was there a breach at Langley? Perhaps the Russians had simply got lucky.


He put these questions—and others—to Azhar Masood, his second-in-command, as soon as they reached the offices in Chelsea.


‘How did they find out where Evgeny was living?’ Kite asked. ‘Post-Skripal, everyone on JUDAS was supposed to be closely watched.’


Masood—known as ‘Maz’ at The Cathedral—was the tall, good-looking, thirtysomething son of a Pakistani father and Irish Protestant mother who had worked for BOX 88 for more than a decade. Unflappably calm, he expected people to be considerate, principled and kind: when they were not, his natural courtesy became a mask disguising impatience, displeasure and, on rare occasions, ruthlessness. Kite had described him to Cara as the most loyal man he had ever worked with.


‘Unsure at this stage,’ Masood replied. His voice was quick and thorough. ‘Palatnik was well into his seventies. Maybe he got sloppy, started showing off to someone in the Russian community about his mysterious past. Met a woman, wanted to impress her. Who knows?’


Not Evgeny, thought Kite. Palatnik was always methodical, always cautious, dedicated to the memory of his late wife. It was Aranov who had been the reckless womaniser. More likely he was spotted on the street, a face in a crowd on television, and Moscow joined the dots.


‘We don’t have responsibility for most of the agents on JUDAS,’ he explained to Cara. ‘Vauxhall were meant to be babysitting Skripal. With Litvinenko they got careless. Palatnik was CIA. But we still need to check our pucks.’ ‘Pucks’ was BOX slang for former agents living under new identities. ‘Make sure their security protocols are being observed, let them know what’s happened.’


‘Aren’t they going to find out soon enough?’ Cara asked, indicating several television screens bolted to the walls tuned to news channels in six different languages. ‘Only a matter of time before the story breaks. Then the whole world goes mad. As if coronavirus wasn’t bad enough . . .’


‘Didn’t you hear?’ said Masood.


‘Hear what?’


‘Langley has taken care of it. Whoever found him was Agency. Realised what had happened, called it in. The cabin was so isolated only a few locals noticed what was going on. Anybody asked why there were guys in hazmat suits wrapping the scene in polythene, they blamed it on Covid.’


‘You mean nobody knows this has happened?’ Cara asked.


‘Nobody in the UK outside these four walls.’ Masood picked up a paper clip and pulled it apart in his fingers. ‘Better that way. The Cousins knew the White House wouldn’t do anything meaningful. They’d say how disgusted they are, the ambassador might be summoned for a rap on the knuckles, Putin would deny having anything to do with it. Same old story. By the time Bellingcat had put the scoop online, the bad guys would have been back in Moscow for a month polishing their Orders of Lenin.’


Kite walked away from the bank of televisions.


‘Anything from MOCKINGBIRD?’


MOCKINGBIRD was a high-level BOX 88 source inside the FSB, close to Director Makarov, who had lain dormant for much of the previous year.


‘Nothing,’ Masood replied, pouring three plastic cups of water from a cooler in the corner of the near-deserted office and passing them around. ‘Still keeping a low profile. If he knew Palatnik was a target, he certainly didn’t say so.’


Kite absorbed this, wondering why the stream of infor­mation which had flowed from MOCKINGBIRD for so long had suddenly stopped. Perhaps he had concerns about security. Perhaps he was laid low with Covid. More likely it was simply agent burn-out. Sooner or later MOCKINGBIRD, like the rest of them, would want out.


‘What else does Langley have?’ he asked.


‘Considering that it’s been less than thirty-six hours, quite a lot.’ Masood had made a ring of the paper clip, wrapping the wire around his index finger. ‘There was CCTV at the cabin. They got a face. Middle-aged male disguised as a postman who entered the property shortly after Evgeny went fishing, presumably to switch the eye solution. Match for an FSB officer wanted in connection with two other Novichok attacks in Russia. Vasily Zatulin. Langley associates him with an SVR illegal, Virginia Terry, living under native cover; she’s already on an FBI watchlist.’ Masood nodded at Cara, seemed to notice her red dress for the first time. ‘Female. Millennial. Your generation.’


‘So the Yanks let her go home, they’ll keep an eye on her, try to pull down her network?’ It was what Kite would have done in similar circumstances.


‘We must assume so, yes,’ Masood replied. ‘If they’re doing their job properly.’


‘And Zatulin?’


Kite finished his water. He tossed the empty cup into a recycling bucket marked ‘SUPPOSEDLY SAVING THE PLANET’.


‘Already on his way home. Lands in five hours. Langley wasn’t interested in a tail. I’ve got three Falcons picking him up at Sheremetyevo. They’ll house him, see where that leads us.’


‘Good,’ Kite replied. A ‘Falcon’ was BOX 88 slang for a surveillance officer. ‘We need to know who ordered the hit on Palatnik. Was it Kremlin-sanctioned or FSB off-piste? All the agencies have access to JUDAS, they tick the names off whenever they want Vladimir’s attention. Is this the beginning of a new wave of assassinations that’s been thought through at a political level or sheer opportunism?’


‘I’m talking to New York tomorrow, soon as they wake up.’ Masood tugged his earlobe, mentally running through a checklist of all the things he still needed to do. ‘Should know more by then.’


Kite had moved beside a window overlooking a deserted residential street. BOX 88 had moved out of Canary Wharf in the spring as a temporary measure: the office workers who usually provided personnel with sufficient natural cover to come and go as they pleased were no longer around. The Chelsea offices, one of several residential blocks in London controlled by BOX 88, were smaller and more discreet. Under normal circumstances, Palatnik’s assassination would have been analysed by up to thirty Sunday staff, the room buzzing with reports, rumours, strategies. Now it was just three of them in a slow season. Kite doubted that MI6 even knew that Palatnik had been hit. Langley wouldn’t have shared the news with them. Why risk the loss of face?


‘Moscow won’t like it,’ he said, at first to himself, then louder so that Cara and Masood could hear. ‘Their people risked their lives handling the Novichok. The operation was a success, they’ll be expecting a media blitz. Hitting someone in America is a game changer. They wanted to send a message.’


‘And instead they get silence,’ Cara observed. ‘So what does that mean?’


‘It means Moscow will want to know why. They’ll be spooked by the American reaction. They can’t go publicising it without incriminating themselves. Their bots can start some chatter on social media, but the moment has passed. Either they write it off as a missed opportunity or they take a holiday and go again.’


‘Meaning they try someone else.’ Masood pursued Kite’s line of thought. ‘They’ll want to know if the media blackout is new Five Eyes policy or if Palatnik was just an anomaly. So next they go to a place that’s worked for them before, an environment which gives them the result they’re looking for.’


Cara saw what both men were thinking. A softer target.


‘They’ll come here, won’t they?’ she said. ‘They’ll try the UK again.’


‘Possibly,’ Kite replied.


‘Can you give us two minutes?’ Masood asked.


Cara seemed surprised but not affronted by the request; several times she had been left out of meetings involving the top brass. It was the way things worked when you were making your way up through the ranks. Nevertheless, Kite was puzzled by the decision to exclude her.


‘What’s up?’ he asked.


Masood hesitated, making no effort to disguise his concern. He invited Kite to sit down.


‘JUDAS,’ he said.


‘What about it?’


The younger man reached behind him for a computer printout. Kite saw that it was a list of names typed on two sides of A4.


‘I wasn’t being one hundred percent honest about MOCKING-BIRD.’


‘He’s given us something?’


Masood tapped the piece of paper. ‘This came through this morning, possibly as a reaction to the Palatnik hit. The first thing MOCKINGBIRD has sent in months.’


‘Go on.’


In the way that you can sense the onset of a sudden storm on a day of glorious sunshine, Kite somehow knew what Masood was going to tell him.


‘There’s a new name on the JUDAS list at 62. Who is Peter Galvin?’


Masood passed him the piece of paper. Kite studied the list of targets. There was a blank space next to 47, another where Skripal had been listed at 58 before SIS had moved him offshore and given him a new identity. Masood had circled a name next to JUDAS 62.


Kite leaned back, stunned. He understood immediately what had happened. Disguising his disquiet, he folded his arms across his chest and told Azhar Masood what he needed to know.


‘A long time ago, BOX sent me to Russia to bring back a scientist. The alias I travelled under was Peter Galvin. Looks as though Moscow wants my head on a plate. JUDAS 62 is Lachlan Kite.’




4


The Aranov operation had cost Kite a great deal, personally and professionally. Peter Galvin was an almost-forgotten name from his past. Now the legend was again in circulation. It had taken him twenty-seven years, but Mikhail Gromik was finally ready to come after him.


‘Why now?’ asked Masood. ‘You’re not a traitor to the Motherland. Galvin doesn’t fit the profile of a JUDAS target. They’re always Russians.’


‘A provocation, I imagine.’


Cara knocked on a glass dividing wall to see if it was OK to come back in. Masood shook his head and waved her away.


‘How so?’ he asked.


‘Maybe the Russians realise they’ve got a leak, that Langley knows who’s on JUDAS. They’ve put Galvin on to spook us.’ Kite knew that this theory was fanciful, but caution was preventing him from being forthright with Masood. ‘They only have a name, but are counting on British intelligence spending the next twelve months wasting their time trying to protect him.’


‘Or,’ said Masood pointedly.


‘Or what?’


‘Or it’s more than that. Somebody who was involved in the Aranov operation from the Russian side has always wanted Galvin’s head on a block. They are finally in a position to act. Yet that would go against decades of understanding between the competing services. We never target fellow intelligence officers. It’s an iron law.’


‘Which makes Galvin’s appearance on the list all the more baffling,’ Kite replied. He wondered if Masood had read the Aranov file; Gromik’s name was all over it. Yet that seemed implausible. If he had done so, why conceal that? ‘When MOCKINGBIRD was first recruited, he told me that Moscow had never established the link between Peter Galvin and Lachlan Kite. It was 1993, after all. There was no LinkedIn, no Twitter, no facial recognition. The physical resemblance between the man I am today and the student who left for Voronezh in July of that summer is, I regret to say, minimal. I doubt any of them would recognise me even if I was put into a line-up at the Lubyanka.’


‘What about Cosmo de Paul?’ Masood replied.


Kite was caught off guard.


‘What about him?’


Only three people knew about the BOX 88 investigation into de Paul, a contemporary from his Alford school days who had dogged his personal and professional life for three decades. According to Ward Hansell, the senior American officer leading the investigation, de Paul had revealed the existence of BOX 88 to a suspected SVR illegal in New York.


‘Does de Paul know what happened in ’93? Does he know that you went to Russia?’


‘He knows,’ Kite replied. ‘At least, he knows that I went to Voronezh in a hurry and came back under a cloud.’


Masood hesitated. He could sense Kite’s reluctance to talk about the past.


‘And Hansell doesn’t yet know if the person de Paul spoke to in New York is SVR?’


‘Correct. He’s still under investigation. The fact that it’s Galvin’s name on JUDAS and not mine would indicate that Moscow hasn’t yet worked out that we’re one and the same person. In other words, whoever de Paul spoke to may not have been as dangerous as we thought he was.’


Masood appeared to accept the logic of this and broke off from the conversation to read a text message.


‘Have you read the Aranov file?’ Kite asked.


‘Should I have?’


‘Just wondered.’ Kite knew that it would only be a matter of time before Masood, who was as inquisitive as he was thorough, learned everything about the Voronezh operation. ‘Perhaps you should. Whoever organised the hit on Palatnik likely knew that he worked with Aranov at Biopreparat. That might have led them to Galvin.’


‘Why don’t you just tell me what happened.’ Masood had a friendly, courteous manner, a way of coating even the most invasive questions in a layer of polite enquiry. ‘I don’t need to read the file. I just need the famous Kite memory. You know the principal players, the threats we may be facing. If the people who did this to Palatnik find out who you are, they’ll come for you. You’re on the JUDAS list. That isn’t something to take lightly.’


‘I’m perfectly safe,’ Kite replied, though he did not believe this. The idea that he was vulnerable to Gromik and to the scum who had murdered Evgeny was abhorrent to him. ‘They’re not going to come knocking on my door.’


Masood looked as unconvinced by this as Kite might have expected. They both knew he was on shaky ground.


‘Tell me about de Paul,’ he said. ‘Where does the animus come from?’


‘How long have you got?’ Kite walked back to the window. Far below, Cara was talking on the phone, her red dress a dollop of colour against the grey street. ‘We met at Alford.’


‘That fucking school,’ muttered Masood.


‘Later he went to Oxford. With Martha. That’s when the trouble started.’


There was silence. A member of staff walked past the glass window and raised a hand to acknowledge them. Masood looked as though he was wondering how best to frame his next question.


‘Martha,’ he said simply.


Kite turned. Did Masood already know the truth?


‘What about her?’


‘Who is she? What’s the story? A lot of rumours flying around.’


‘I don’t do the personal stuff, you know that, Maz.’


‘I’m not interested in your personal life, Lockie. Unfortunately in this instance it’s unavoidable. The personal is operational.’ He moved towards him. ‘Martha is obviously key to all this. So what’s the story? Is she the one that got away?’
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That’s exactly who she was, Kite thought, walking home an hour later. The one that got away.


He had declined to tell Masood any more than he might find in the BOX 88 files relating to Yuri Aranov which were secured in the vault at The Cathedral. Kite had encouraged him to go to Canary Wharf and to familiarise himself with the details of what had happened in Voronezh. There was no need to speak of Martha, he said, no purpose in telling a colleague what had happened all those years ago. Maz could read the report and draw his own conclusions. Kite’s private memories were his to keep; he had never revealed them to anyone, not even Isobel.


He knew that he was being stubborn and obstructive; pride was clouding his judgement. When his relationship with Martha had finally ended and she had moved to New York, Kite had spent years carefully rebuilding his life, eventually finding happiness with Isobel. He had risen to the top of BOX 88, doing the job that Michael Strawson had once done, touring the world, hatching plans, visiting BOX personnel in all five continents to make sure things were running smoothly. There had at last been some semblance of order and balance to his days. Now it felt as though every element of that new life was being pulled apart. Kite was estranged from his wife; he had no access to their newborn child. Thanks to the slippery tongue of Cosmo de Paul, the existence of BOX 88—and his own involvement with the agency over three decades—was now potentially an open secret in Moscow. Already Kite was living in a version of witness protection, moving between a series of safe houses during lockdown as a precaution against further attacks by the Iranians. If Gromik wanted Peter Galvin dead, Kite would be forced into permanent hiding and his career brought to an abrupt end. In an agitated mood, he texted Hansell in New York.


Any news on our Russian friend?


The American responded immediately.


Hey. Still waiting. No news is good news, right?


Kite slipped the phone into his pocket. He found himself walking past Colbert, the mock-French brasserie on the eastern side of Sloane Square which always made him think of Alford and his teenage years in Chelsea. Back then, Colbert had been called Oriel, an eighties wine bar in the Thatcher style, one part Langan’s, one part Colefax and Fowler. On an autumn afternoon in 1986, the fifteen-year-old Kite had come face to face with the appe­tites of men for the first time. He had been waiting to meet Xavier Bonnard at a table near the window, biding his time with a book and a cigarette, doubtless thinking about girls. Looking up, Kite had spotted Stuart Millar, the father of one of his friends, sitting on a stool at the bar. He had been about to go over and say hello when he saw the young woman beside him place her hand on Millar’s thigh. At the same time, Millar put his arm around the woman’s back and squeezed her waist. Kite had been profoundly shocked. He said nothing to Xavier when he arrived, by which time Millar and the woman had left. Only in later years did he realise that what he had witnessed was as commonplace as tinsel at Christmas: a man and his mistress riding the merry-go-round of adultery and imminent divorce. Gazing into the window of Colbert, Kite reflected that he was now, in all probability, older than Millar had been on that not-so-innocent autumn afternoon. Just three years later Kite had been recruited into BOX 88; four years after that, Strawson had sent him to Voronezh.


For Kite to think back to the man he had been in the summer of 1993 was to remember a different person: richer in feelings, hungry for experience and obsessed by the possibilities and complications of sex.


He had matriculated at the University of Edinburgh in the autumn of 1990, telling Strawson that he wanted to take a step back from the secret world. Judging that Kite would benefit from earning a general arts degree, the American had given his blessing. Thereafter Kite had lived the life of a run-of-the-mill undergraduate, sharing a flat with two fellow students, attending half a dozen lectures every week and working in a pub in Leith to raise some extra cash.


Edinburgh was ancient, damp and beautiful. From September to April the city was grey and cold; it rained almost constantly. Kite had grown up on the west coast where the gulf stream warmed the seas; in ‘Auld Reekie’ there was a permanent chill in the air. The long winter nights smelled of hops and malt. Kite lost himself in books and new friendships, waiting for the clear, sparkling light of summer. It took time to adjust to the fact that he was no longer an Alford schoolboy at the mercy of a callous housemaster; this was a new life with few rules in which he was entirely free. The cobbled streets of Stockbridge and the dilapidated university campus were his new home. Martha, who had been Kite’s girlfriend since the operation in France, had gone to Oxford to study English. By spending the holidays together and making regular trips across the border to see one another during term time, they had managed to keep the relationship alive.


As much as any man of twenty-two can understand what it means to love another person, Lachlan Kite loved Martha Raine. She was his closest friend, his confi­dante, the fulcrum of his life. They wrote letters to one another, spoke on the phone two or three times a week, went travelling around Greece and Turkey in successive summers. Martha sent presents to Edinburgh in the post—mix tapes of the music she was listening to, fluffy dice for Kite’s Ford Cortina—and turned up on a whim to surprise him, on one occasion hiding in his bedroom and jumping naked out of a wardrobe. He in turn took the relationship extraordinarily seriously. He read the books that Martha was studying at Oxford so that he could talk to her about them. If she went to a movie at the Phoenix in Jericho, he would seek out the same title at the Filmhouse or the Cameo, then call her about it when he returned home. Martha became friends with his flatmates just as Kite got to know her fellow students at St Hilda’s. At first he was secretly glad that she had chosen an all-female college; jealousy of Martha’s many suitors had become one of his least commendable characteristics. Fearing that he would lose her if he went abroad to study in his third year, Kite had remained in Edinburgh, much to Strawson’s displeasure.


‘Wasted opportunity,’ he said with his customary bluntness when they met for dinner in 1992 at Chez Jules, a small French restaurant just below the Royal Mile. It was a few days after Black Wednesday and the place was almost empty. ‘I know a bit about women, Lockie, and I know this: if you and Martha are going to end up together, you’re going to need to break up at some point. No way you go from here, aged twenty-two, to getting married and living happily ever after without one of you blowing a fuse before your fortieth birthday. You should have gone away on Erasmus, lived in Paris or Barcelona for nine months. Got any idea how much you’ll regret not doing that by the time you’re my age? Martha could have visited you. And so what if she didn’t? So what if she ended up dating some Tarquin or Horatio from the Bullingdon Club? Maybe she needs to get away from you before she settles down, have an affair with a Keats-quoting poetry professor with halitosis and a sherry habit. That’s what being a student is all about! Same goes for you. You’re suffo­cating yourself, suffocating her. What twenty-two-year-old man of sound mind turns down the chance to live in Paris, for God’s sake?’


Kite had felt humiliated. He knew that he had made bad decisions, he realised that he had been too sentimental, too anxious about losing Martha. Strawson had seen the change in him. Kite wondered if he would be welcomed back into BOX 88 after graduation or if the decision makers at The Cathedral would now consider that he had lost his edge. Worse, it was too late to change his mind and apply for a place at a foreign university.


‘I’ve got plenty of time to live abroad,’ he said unconvincingly. He had a very rare steak in front of him and prodded the flesh with his fork. ‘If Martha and I have to break up, I don’t see why it has to be now.’


‘You’ve always had your head up your ass where that girl’s concerned,’ Strawson told him. He was an imposing, thick-set Virginian with slate-grey eyes and a Hemingway beard. ‘In Mougins it was the same thing. Not healthy to have another person cast a spell on you like that. Especially not a woman.’


Kite wanted to protest but knew that Strawson was right. Ever since the BOX 88 operation in France, which had cost the life of his mentor, Billy Peele, Kite had clutched at Martha for stability. Who else was going to provide it for him? His mother was modelling again, living in Dulwich and flying off on a moment’s notice to Spain or the Caribbean to shoot campaigns for Next and C&A. His father had been dead for almost a decade.


‘We have to learn how to survive as individuals, Lockie.’ Strawson had always possessed a talent for reading Kite’s thoughts. ‘We have to stand on our own two feet in life. Nobody else gets to prop us up. It doesn’t work that way.’


‘You mean at BOX?’


Strawson seemed surprised that Kite had failed to understand what he was trying to tell him.


‘Not at BOX, no.’ The American was eating hake. He separated the skin from the flesh with a brisk sweep of his knife. ‘I’m talking about a person’s ability to function in the world as an adult, period. We are all fundamentally alone.’


‘That’s bullshit,’ Kite replied. ‘I totally disagr—’


‘Can I finish?’ Strawson put his cutlery down, sounding agitated. ‘Right now you think your sun sets and rises with Martha Raine. Soulmates. Secret sharers. Bound together like a helix.’ He clasped his hands over the table, bending the fingers back to illustrate his point. ‘Am I right?’


‘I love her, yeah.’


‘What does that even mean? You telling me you don’t go out at night, to clubs, bars, see a girl you like, want to take her home? You’re serving seven-hour shifts in Leith and no customer ever hits on you? I know it’s cold in Scotland, but Scottish people still take their clothes off, right?’


Kite knew that it was Strawson’s custom to provoke, to take a contrary view as a way of testing him.


‘Is this the wild oats conversation?’ he asked.


‘Excuse me?’


‘Is this where you tell me it’s important to sow my wild oats while I’m still young?’


‘None of my business what you do, Lockie. Just trying to stop you making lousy choices.’


It was late September. Martha was about to enter her final year at Oxford. Kite was not scheduled to graduate for another two years. As he chewed his steak, he reflected on the myriad temptations of student life. There were indeed women—the wild-eyed divorcee who drank in the pub most nights when Kite was working; the Canadian student, Josephine, who had made a pass at him at a party in May; his beautiful neighbour, Vicky, who was in her final year studying medicine and made a point of talking to him whenever they passed on the stairs. Clubbing on weekends at Tribal Funktion and Pure, Kite would get high and dance for hours with girls who wrapped him in their bodies, walked the streets at 5 a.m. with strangers in miniskirts who invited him home for coffee. Yet he had never cheated on Martha. He had developed a system for slipping away, of making last-minute excuses, waking the next day to feel the intense relief of not having succumbed to temptation.


‘You kids put so much pressure on yourselves while you’re still so young,’ Strawson observed. ‘But when it comes to Martha, you have a very serious problem.’


Kite wasn’t sure that he had heard correctly.


‘Excuse me?’


The American speared a chunk of hake.


‘Does she know about Mougins? Does she know the truth about Ali Eskandarian? Does she know what happened to Billy?’


Three years had passed since Billy Peele had been killed in France; it wasn’t like Strawson to talk about him, to be reminded of the loss.


‘No, of course not,’ Kite replied.


‘Exactly. So she only knows part of who you are. Because you won’t show her the rest. You can’t show her the rest.’


Kite couldn’t work out what Strawson was trying to achieve. Was this still a pep talk? Or was he offering him a choice between Martha and BOX, implying that he wouldn’t be able to have both?


‘I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me. That I should break up with Martha? That nobody in BOX can have a relationship? That I have to choose between my private life and my working life?’


‘Do you want to choose?’


‘You have a wife!’ Kite replied, raising his voice sufficiently for the manager of the restaurant to look over at their table. ‘I’ve seen pictures of her. You have children together. Does she know what you do for a living?’


‘That’s between me and Amy. Got nothing to do with anyone else.’


‘What do you tell her?’


‘Same as we all do. That I work for the American government.’


‘So that’s what I’ll tell Martha when the time is right. That I work for the British government.’


‘When the time is right.’


Strawson’s reply hung in the air like a lure on the surface of a lake. Kite swallowed it.


‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘I’m on sabbatical. Have been for the last two years. Just trying to live a normal life. That’s what we agreed.’


‘Indeed it is. But you’ve been through basic training. If you’re going to come back to us, sooner or later you’re going to need to address the Martha question. Either you tell her who you are and what you’ve done, or you spend the next ten years pretending to be one kind of man when in fact you’re somebody different altogether. And that’s not fair on her. Not fair on you either. It’ll almost certainly lead to disaster.’


Strawson had pinned Kite on the impossible hypocrisy of his position. Secrecy was the faultline running between the two halves of his life. He wanted to be in a relationship with Martha, yet he also wanted to have a career with BOX 88 after graduation. Strawson was merely pointing out what had been obvious for some time: Kite was having his cake and eating it. He took everything that Martha could provide—her intelligence, her loyalty, her body, her love—and responded in kind with an incomplete version of himself. He had no wish to tell her about his recruitment, even less of a desire to explain that in the summer of 1989, when they had been falling for one another at Xavier’s house in Mougins, he had been spying on his best friend’s family. On the surface the relationship was healthy and robust; underneath, it was being eaten away by secrets.


‘I don’t want to tell her just yet,’ he said, resenting the fact that Strawson had made him feel so uncomfortable. ‘The timing’s not right.’


‘And why’s that?’


‘Because she would leave me.’


‘That’s not the reason.’


Somebody across the room—one of only six other customers in the restaurant—knocked over a glass of water and swore loudly in German. 


‘It’s not?’


‘You don’t know that Martha would leave you if she found out who you really are. She might even like the idea. She might find it exciting. How the hell can you anticipate how she’ll react?’


‘You don’t think I know her well enough to predict how she’d feel?’


The American raised his glass in a gesture of solidarity and suggested that they let the subject drop.


‘Look. Forget about it. None of my business. I’m just trying to make you think about things in a different way. You’re smart, Lockie, but when it comes to women no man of twenty-two is that smart. I’m sure you’ve thought about all this and will do the right thing when the time comes.’ They both looked down at their food. Across the room the German was mopping up the spilled water with the assistance of a consoling waitress. ‘Have you thought about what you might do after you graduate?’


Kite felt his stomach tighten.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘I thought we’d already decided that I’ll come back to BOX?’


Strawson grinned at the misunderstanding.


‘Of course you will,’ he said. ‘But you’ll need a cover job. Something that gives you flexibility.’


Finally the reason for Strawson’s visit to Edinburgh had become apparent. He was thinking two years ahead, clearing the path for what was to come. The powers-that-be wanted Martha out of the picture so that Kite was unencumbered and ready for action as soon as he graduated.


‘Flexibility,’ he repeated, trying to gather his thoughts. He dreaded the ‘milk round’, banks and advertising agencies and law firms selling their wares to graduates; long train journeys to London for tests and interviews; then forty years of the nine-to-five and a comfortable life in the suburbs. No thanks. ‘I don’t want to get pinned down by an office job,’ he said. ‘Wear a suit. Commute. Even if it means helping BOX out on the side.’


‘No reason you’d have to.’ Strawson moved a final chunk of fish around his plate, mopping up the sauce. ‘Have you thought about the charity sector? Journalism? Any and every career that might allow you to take a few days off, get on a plane, find yourself in country X or city Y at a moment’s notice. You get into freelance work—photography, writing, teaching French or Spanish—that would give you the flexibility we require. We’ll be paying you, so there’s got to be a reason for the money in your bank account, just as there’s got to be a plausible excuse for why young Lachlan keeps disappearing for three months at a time.’


Kite was about to express surprise that he might be called away on an operation lasting three months, but thought better of it.


‘I’d like to go abroad,’ he said, trying to ease some of the strain around Martha. ‘Live somewhere outside the UK. I’ve been studying Spanish since ’91, Russian this year. It would be good practice.’


Strawson appeared surprised. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘With the girlfriend in tow?’


‘Who knows?’ Kite shrugged and poured more wine. ‘It’s not clear what Martha will do after she graduates. We’re just taking things one day at a time.’
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We were both so young, thought Kite as he turned a corner in Belgravia. Life-size cut-outs of Boris Johnson and Donald Trump were embracing in the window of a dry cleaner. We took ourselves so seriously.


He reached the street door of his apartment block. For the previous fortnight he had been using one of the more salubrious BOX 88 properties in London, a top-floor penthouse with a bird’s-eye view of the embassies encircling Belgrave Square. It was no remedy for the absence of his wife and child, nor protection against the threats to his career, but better than the damp basement in Neasden and the crumbling maisonette in Greenwich where he had lived during the first weeks of the pandemic. From the rooftop Kite could see the Shard and the London Eye; on most evenings it was possible to make out the blinking lights of Canary Wharf where the shuttered Cathedral lay dormant.


In May, having returned from Stockholm in a dejected mood, Kite had purchased three artworks from his dealer in Mayfair: an etching by Lucian Freud; a charcoal drawing by Frank Auerbach of a standing female nude; and a modernist oil of Edinburgh Castle by Michael Andrews. In all, he had spent almost £150,000, telling himself that Ingrid would one day inherit the pictures and sell them for ten times that sum. He had yet to hang them; they did not belong on the walls of safe houses. Instead they lay against the back of a sofa in the living room, greeting Kite whenever he came home. He would hang them only when he was reconciled with Isobel and they had bought a new house together. It was something to look forward to.


As was his custom in the evenings, he rang Isobel in Sweden; as was Isobel’s custom, she did not answer. Instead she sent Kite a WhatsApp message asking him to ‘stop calling’ and to allow her more time to make up her mind about the future. Seeing that Isobel was still online, Kite seized his opportunity.


Of course. How is Ingrid?


To his surprise, Isobel sent two photographs as well as a video of their child sleeping peacefully in her cot. Kite stared at her in wonder, astonished by how much she had grown. He longed to hold her again. He remembered the sweet warm smell on the top of his daughter’s head just hours after she had been born, her fragile, tiny body almost weightless in his arms.


She’s so beautiful. Thank you for sending these.


This time Isobel did not reply. Kite forwarded the photos to his mother’s carer in Strawberry Hill, asking him to show them to her, and for a wild, illogical instant considered doing the same to Martha in New York. He wanted her to share his joy. Instead he set the phone to one side and fetched a bottle of Corona from the fridge. These days they were discounted by the case at every off-licence and supermarket in London. Kite went out onto the balcony, looked east towards The Cathedral, and lit a cigarette.


Martha. He wondered how she had coped through the Brooklyn lockdown. He wanted to ask her how her job was going, to enquire after her children. He knew that Cosmo de Paul had tried to contact her again; it had come up in Ward Hansell’s investigation. Surely Martha had been sensible enough not to think that sufficient time had passed and that it was now safe to tell de Paul their story? The same people who had murdered Evgeny Palatnik were looking for Lachlan Kite. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility that Martha herself might then be targeted. That thought was unconscionable.


Kite drew on the cigarette, looking down into Belgrave Square. A young couple were sitting on the grass, holding hands, lovers enjoying the innocent freedom of a warm summer night. The sight of them took him back to Edinburgh, his mind still full of memories of those distant student years.


After the 1992 discussion with Strawson at Chez Jules, Kite’s relationship with Martha had continued into the following year. They had spent Christmas together in London and celebrated Hogmanay in Scotland, milling with the midnight masses on Princes Street as fireworks blasted in the new year. In March Kite had grown a beard and played Hirst in No Man’s Land at the Bedlam Theatre, a production described by the university newspaper as ‘solid, but posing no threat to Gielgud and Richardson’. In April, Martha had holed up at his flat in Edinburgh to revise for her finals, returning to Oxford in May. For the most part, they had been intensely happy. They argued only if it was about a girl who had shown an interest in Kite or a boy who was sniffing around Martha at Oxford. There was not an absence of trust between them, more an awareness that they were both young and attractive and might one day decide that a future with somebody else was more intriguing than the status quo with one another.


At the start of the summer term, Kite quit his job at the pub to work in a café in the Grassmarket where the hours and pay were better; he was able to see his friends during the day, slipping them cups of coffee and toasted sandwiches on the house. By the beginning of June, university life was winding down. Kite’s great friend, Xavier Bonnard, who was studying English at Oxford in the same year as Martha, had arranged to have a fancy dress party in Gloucestershire to celebrate the end of finals. Kite was the only person to make the trip from Edinburgh, leaving at dawn in his prehistoric Ford Cortina and arriving at the house eight hours later.


Built in the eighteenth century by ancestors of Xavier’s mother, Lady Rosamund, Penley Park was a seventeen-bedroom Georgian pile with half a dozen full-time members of staff and a seventy-acre botanical garden open to the public five months of the year. Kite had been going there ever since he was a wide-eyed thirteen-year-old schoolboy recently arrived from Scotland. He thought of the house as a place of unmatched luxury, a sealed-off playground where, as a teenager, he had enjoyed immense freedom and privilege. Life at Penley, with its swimming pool and croquet lawn and tennis court, felt like a time capsule of a vanished England, affording Kite a glimpse into a world of upper-class customs and values which would otherwise have passed him by. At the age of fifteen, he had smoked weed for the first time in Penley’s labyrinthine wine cellars; two years later, he had dropped acid in the kitchen garden. There was a pub in the local village where he and Xavier were fixtures on summer afternoons and winter evenings, Xavier trying in vain to seduce the landlord’s daughter while Kite played darts with whoever happened to be propping up the bar. In July and August they turned out for the village cricket team, a motley crew of local fathers and sons, many of whom worked on the Penley estate. Kite was the star batsman and had twice scored hundreds, earning himself a framed photograph in the pavilion under which Reg, the Penley gamekeeper, had written: ‘Posh Lachlan’s 174 not out—not bad for an Alfordian.’


To call Kite ‘posh’ was a misapprehension. Born in Scotland to an alcoholic Irish father and a mother who had been a model to David Bailey and Terry O’Neill, he had been sent to England’s most famous boarding school at the age of thirteen, assimilating himself into a world of aristocrats, barristers and stockbrokers’ sons as quickly and as seamlessly as he could manage. In his final term he had been recruited by BOX 88 and sent to France to report on an Iranian guest of the Bonnards who was suspected of involvement in the Lockerbie bombing. His efforts had resulted in the sentencing of Xavier’s father, Luc Bonnard, to fourteen years in a Paris prison. With her husband’s reputation in tatters, and the Penley name shaken by scandal, Rosamund had discreetly filed for divorce. Neither she nor Xavier knew anything about Kite’s involvement in the operation which had brought Luc to justice. This was the black secret Strawson had touched upon in Chez Jules.


Martha had promised to come to Penley the night before the party so that she could spend some time with Kite, but at the last moment she left a message on the answering machine saying that she would be staying in Oxford. Kite wondered why. To go to another party? To be with Cosmo de Paul? Just as Martha was wary of the girls Kite encountered in the nightclubs and lecture halls of Edinburgh, Kite was suspicious of the manoeuvrings of de Paul, his Alford contemporary who had befriended Martha at Oxford, making no secret of his desire for her. When she had taken an interest in the situation in former Yugoslavia, for example, de Paul had made himself an expert on the conflict. When Martha revealed that she would be studying Restoration Comedy in her second year, he had angled his way into her lectures. Time and again Martha had reassured Kite that he was ‘just a platonic friend’, yet Kite suspected otherwise. Cosmo de Paul was a weasel who would stop at nothing to prise Martha away from him. Now she had been vague on the phone, sounding evasive and rushed, saying only: ‘See you guys tomorrow, can’t wait’ before abruptly ringing off.


His suspicions intensified when Martha arrived the following evening. He was in his bedroom looking down at the drive when she pulled up in a black Porsche 907 driven by de Paul. Stylish as an actress on the red carpet, Martha climbed out of the front seat and kissed Xavier, who had been waiting by the front door to greet them. De Paul was next, embracing his host with a cut-glass cry of ‘Bonnard!’ before exchanging chit-chat pleasantries in his easy, tanned manner. He was barely taller than his trust fund sports car, but pumped up on himself and egregiously self-assured. In an instant Kite saw that de Paul’s behaviour at Alford had long been forgotten; Xavier now saw him as a different person, interesting and even passably cool. The short, ambitious snake of their schooldays was now a short, ambitious charmer who had spent time in the gym, thrown money at a new wardrobe and won the respect and affection of the Oxford elite. Kite could hear Xavier admiring the Porsche, Martha saying how fast they had driven from Oxford. Spotting his own rusting, third-hand Cortina parked four hundred metres away near the stables, Kite decided to stay upstairs, a curtain-twitcher spying on his girlfriend, looking for tells in her body language.


There was a passenger in the back seat, a woman wedged in next to an overnight bag with her legs drawn up against her chest. Martha pulled her out onto the drive. This was Gretchen, the Rhodes scholar from San Francisco whom Xavier had reportedly been pursuing for weeks. She was short and pretty and wore ripped jeans, combat boots and a flannel shirt. There was an American looseness and energy about her which Kite instinctively liked. He took a step back from the window, closed the curtains and waited for Martha to come looking for him.


Moments later he heard her on the stairs, taking the old oak struts two at a time, pushing open the door of their room and exclaiming: ‘Lockie!’ as she wrapped her arms around him. Kite played it cool, acting as if he didn’t know that she had arrived, shutting the door with his foot and throwing her onto the four-poster. Within seconds they were undressing each other—it was always like this—Martha whispering as Kite put a chair against the door to stop anybody walking in.


‘You got rid of your beard!’ she said, unbuttoning his shirt. ‘That moustache looks ridiculous!’


Earlier in the afternoon, Kite had shaved off his Pinter beard in preparation for the fancy dress party: he was going as a Mexican bandit.


‘Eez for the party, señorita,’ he said, lost in the smell of her, the warmth of her skin, wanting to drive away any thought in her head of Cosmo de Paul.


‘Just for tonight,’ she replied, imitating his accent. ‘But then it has to go, my friend.’


‘Christ, I’ve missed you.’ Kite was kissing her neck, her shoulders, de Paul braying in the hall downstairs. ‘Where have you been?’


‘I’ve been right here, my sweetheart,’ she replied, pressing her hand to his heart. ‘I’ve been right here.’


They were showering together half an hour later when there was a loud knock on the door of their bedroom.


‘Lockie!’ It was Xavier. ‘Phone for you. It’s in the study.’


Kite wondered who could be calling him. His flatmate with news of a leaking ceiling or a break-in? His mother, wondering when he was coming to London? Nobody else knew that he was at Penley for the weekend. He called out: ‘Two minutes!’, dried himself off and ran downstairs wearing a dressing-gown, his hair still wet. Two guests had already arrived and were milling around in the hall. One of them was dressed as an Oktoberfest beer maid, the other as Arnold Schwarzenegger in Terminator 2. A Doors track was coming to an end, Jim Morrison singing ‘Break on Through’ on a loop as another car pulled up outside. The phone was off the hook in the study. Kite picked it up.


‘Hello?’ he said. ‘This is Lachlan.’


‘I get you at a bad time, son?’


It was Strawson.
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Kite pressed the telephone closer to his ear.


‘Michael. Hi. How did you know I was here?’


It was a stupid question. BOX had eyes everywhere. Strawson knew everything.


‘What’s up at Penley?’ he asked.


‘There’s a party tonight. End of finals.’ A droplet of water fell from Kite’s hair onto the green leather inlay of the antique desk. ‘A lot of Xavier’s Oxford friends coming. Fancy dress.’


‘So I heard.’ A pause. It sounded as though Strawson was gathering together a set of papers. ‘Say, what are your movements this summer? How are you fixed?’


Kite knew instantly that he was being weighed up for a job. Why else would Strawson be calling him at Penley on a Saturday evening? He thought of Martha, who was hoping to leave for Croatia before the end of the month. Kite had assumed he would go out and visit her, but otherwise had no summer plans. Just shifts at the café, maybe a week in Spain with some university friends if they could get the money together. At some point he was going to have to write a dissertation about Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time.


‘No firm plans,’ he replied. ‘Why?’


Another silence.


Send me on an operation, he thought. Let me get back in the field and do something useful for BOX 88. He wanted a break from students and parties and damp days in Edinburgh. More than that, he wanted to know that Strawson still believed in him.


‘Can you meet me in London tomorrow?’ the American asked. ‘Something important has come up. If you can get things straight at your end, we could use your help.’


‘Sure.’ Kite turned and saw that somebody was standing near the open door of the office talking to Arnold Schwarzenegger. He couldn’t make out who it was and wished that he had given himself more privacy. Then he remembered that he was supposed to be playing in a cricket match at midday on Sunday. ‘Trouble is I’m meant to be playing cricket for the local village tomorrow.’


‘What time would that finish?’


‘Depends on the weather. Around six or seven usually. I could be in London by nine. That too late?’


‘Not too late.’ Kite remembered the exhilaration he had felt in Mougins four years earlier on his first job for BOX 88. Spying was a drug every bit as potent as the powders and pills Xavier had lined up for the party. If getting to London earlier meant pulling out of the cricket match, Kite would do it. ‘Let’s make it nine thirty in case you hit traffic,’ Strawson suggested. He gave an address in Marylebone which Kite didn’t recognise. He assumed it was a safe house. ‘Call The Cathedral if you run into any problems.’


As he hung up, Kite realised that he would now have to take it easy at the party, do maybe only one tab of Ecstasy, stay off the booze and generally look after himself. He would need to be sharp at the meeting, enthusiastic and cooperative. Whatever Strawson demanded from him, Kite would agree to it.


‘Who was on the phone?’ Martha asked when he returned to their room.


Kite had come up with a suitable lie while climbing the stairs. 


‘The café in Edinburgh,’ he replied. ‘Wondering when I was coming back.’


Martha was naked. She had a leg raised up on a hard-backed dining chair and was applying moisturiser to her thighs.


‘How did they have your number?’


‘Gave it to them before I left. Told them I’ll probably pack it in.’


She looked up. ‘Why? I thought you needed the money?’


Kite had sensed an opportunity to lay the groundwork for what might lie ahead. If Strawson asked him to do a job for BOX 88, he would need to have a plausible reason for being out of the country.


‘Might go away in the summer. Don’t want to be tied down in Edinburgh.’


‘Come with me to Zagreb!’ Martha suggested.


Kite kissed her shoulder, passing her en route to the bathroom. He was hopeful that whatever task Strawson gave him would allow him the opportunity to go to Croatia at some point in the next few months.
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