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For Sarah



“Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.”

Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Ozymandias”
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Old Misgivings

April 2011

It was midafternoon when Ed Malik arrived in Jalalabad to catch the Sabre Express back to Kabul. Transport was an American Black Hawk with dark green camouflage. As it fuelled, he sheltered from the wind at the edge of the landing site, squatting in the dirt in flip-flops and tatty shalwar kameez, with the tail of his black turban drawn across the bridge of his nose.

He’d been summoned to the British embassy for what the ambassador chose to refer to as a “fireside chat,” and as usual, it provoked in him a mixture of resentment and unease. Waiting with him, and similarly disguised, was his bodyguard, Dai Llewellyn. Built like a prop-forward, Dai was a fair-haired, soft-voiced Welshman with a way of moving that never seemed hurried and a core of gentleness that a life of violence seemed to have left untouched. Ed and Dai had known each other since Iraq in 2003, when they shared a billet in the Big Brother house, the SAS villa in downtown Baghdad, and they had been together in Afghanistan since 2006. There were several occasions that Ed could point to when Dai’s actions had, in all likelihood, saved his life, and Ed was careful to treat him with the utmost courtesy.

The Black Hawk lifted off ten minutes later. Strapped into a bucket seat, Ed stared through the cabin doors at the patchwork of green fields and plantations in the broad valley below. On the starboard side he could see the snow-capped mountains of the Hindu Kush in the distance. It was too noisy to speak or be heard and, lulled by the vibration, he soon fell asleep.

When he woke up, the sun was hot in his eyes. Looking down through the open door, he could see the helicopter’s shadow running over crumpled brown ridgelines. It was said that you could still find the bleached bones of British soldiers scattered in the gullies and barren washes. Every time Ed flew over, he couldn’t help but reflect on the fate of his fellow countrymen there during the disastrous retreat from Kabul in 1842. Eighteen thousand soldiers and civilians slaughtered in the winter snow by Pashtun tribesmen.

Dai nudged him, offering a paper bag full of dates. He took one, its flesh like sweet chewable leather.

At Sarobi, they dipped down into the gorge briefly before climbing again. He could see the churning serpentine of the Kabul River and beside it, on the narrow and winding road, trucks ablaze with reflected light, full of ammunition and other supplies to maintain the NATO presence. It was difficult to imagine the current military adventure in Afghanistan ending as badly as the first Afghan War, but ten years on from the most recent invasion it was becoming clear that Britain’s fourth war in Afghanistan would end with as few political gains as the first three.

The Black Hawk came in to Kabul abruptly, swooping down from the ring of grey mountains that trapped a layer of smog over the city. They landed on an earth strip at the edge of the airport and the helicopter taxied on its road-wheels to a hard-standing in a storm of white dust.

Ed jumped out into a hot wind laced with sand.

There was an armoured Land Cruiser waiting for them in Car Park B and an Afghan police pick-up joined them as they passed the old MiG-21 on a concrete plinth at the entrance to the airport.

“Straight there?” Dai asked.

Ed nodded.

The Kabul traffic was the usual slow-motion free-for-all. It was sunset before they arrived at the British embassy and Ed began the laborious process of negotiating his way through the blast-wall chicane and the air-lock entry system.

Inside the control room he found a sleepy watch keeper as pale as a cavern-dwelling fish and a water cooler dispensing chilled Malvern water. He drank several cups. The watch keeper informed him that the ambassador was running late.

Ed kicked off his flip-flops and sat down on bright blue modular seating to read a long-out-of-date Economist magazine. The control room smelled of floor wax and toner, odours of the NATO presence.

Within half an hour, the ambassador arrived. He looked Ed up and down.

“Christ man, you’re not Kim astride the gun Zam-Zammeh.”

“It’s good to see you too, sir.”

Ambassador Chetwynd-Marr was a vain man of patrician bearing with a grey widow’s peak and lousy teeth. He was a Classics scholar and an Arabist with a working knowledge of Pashto.

“I know that something significant is under way,” he told Ed, “and if it’s going to turn into a disaster, like these things often do, I don’t want to be the one to say, ‘If only you’d told me I could have warned you.’”

“Thanks for your concern, sir.”

The ambassador was well-known for his deft command of hindsight. He was invariably wise after the fact, though rarely before it. Known to his staff as “Old Misgivings,” he was mocked behind his back by the younger diplomats, who shook their heads while imitating his ponderous voice: “Of course, I always had misgivings …”

“I want to be part of a winning strategy here, Edward, not a losing one.”

“We all want that, sir.”

“Look, I don’t want to have to ask for you to be sent home,” he said in a sympathetic tone. “I’m a reasonable person. It’s just that things are volatile right now, and I think I need to know what’s going on over on the other side. Pakistan, I mean. I need to know the identity of your agent.”

Unlike many of his fellow MI6 officers, Ed Malik did not regard spying as a profession of cold betrayal. He saw it as one of careful trust building. He believed that you couldn’t run an agent without trust on both sides. Of course it was limited, and of course there were things you kept from each other. There were necessary lies. That was understandable. But if you were considering whether or not the information being passed to you was of vital national interest, you needed to know that your agent had been trustworthy in other matters. And the agent, for his or her part, needed to know that you weren’t going to chat about what they’d just told you. What was said was protected and—above all else—the agent’s identity was protected. That was the code he lived by, and he didn’t like to have it challenged. It was one of the reasons he avoided Kabul whenever possible.

“I can’t do that,” Ed replied.

“Why not?”

“You know why not. We have an agreement when we recruit people. We don’t talk about them to anybody.”

“Don’t you think I’m trustworthy?”

“No, actually, I don’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“You wouldn’t be able to resist bragging about it.”

The ambassador’s memoir was the worst-kept secret in Kabul. In a year or two he’d be strutting his stuff at every literary festival in Britain and spouting off on the Today programme first thing in the morning.

Chetwynd-Marr spluttered. “With one phone call I could have you on the next plane back.”

“No,” said Ed. “By all means, make the call, though.”

The ambassador’s eyes narrowed. “I knew something was going on. You’re hiding something from me.”

“I can’t discuss it.”

“At least let me see the intelligence reports first.”

“You see all my intelligence reports. They don’t get circulated in London without it saying whether the ambassador agrees or disagrees.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Absolutely.”

It wasn’t true, of course. The intelligence that Ed was “sitting on” was known to only two people outside of the top floor at Vauxhall Cross: the prime minister and his foreign affairs adviser, who’d had it stove-piped directly to them in a “red-jacket” folder. He could imagine the consternation on the ambassador’s face if he told him the truth.
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Turning Nightingale

Edward Henry Malik was thirty-five years old, a former British Naval Intelligence officer and, by profession, an MI6 agent runner. Like his predecessors in the Great Game, the “tournament of shadows” fought between the Russians and the British in Afghanistan in the nineteenth century, he preferred to use guile rather than weapons to achieve his aims. But there was an impulsive and at-times-violent streak in him too, times when his voice lowered and his fists became his means of exclamation.

He was tall and slim with broad shoulders, and his chest tapered to a narrow waist. He had curly black hair and dark, knowing eyes with long lashes. His smile was tight-lipped—half courteous and half suspicious. A career in intelligence had taught him to play his cards close to his chest, to look and listen first. As a result, he had few friends. His colleagues hardly knew him at all.

For four years he had been isolated by an operational firewall, running an agent code-named Nightingale inside the Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence—ISI—Pakistan’s nefarious Hydra-headed spying agency. It was the ISI that was credited with driving the Soviets out of Afghanistan and creating the Taliban to fill the void. It was the ISI that had provided shelter to remnants of Al-Qaeda since their defeat in the aftermath of 9/11. And it was the ISI that had picked the Taliban up off their knees in 2006, pressed fresh weapons in their hands, and sent them back into Afghanistan to battle with the Crusaders.

The ISI treated Afghanistan, particularly its Pashto-speaking lands, as its own personal fiefdom, and if you wanted insight into the current insurgency, you needed an asset inside the ISI.

It had been almost impossible to establish a decent network of reliable informants in Afghanistan. Just as in Iraq, there were too many local agencies, most of them penetrated by the enemy, too few sources, and not enough secure locations to meet.

When the break came, it was a result of unforeseen events that required a swift response, and not in Afghanistan. It was March 2006 and Ed got a call on the secure phone at the Kabul embassy telling him to get on the next available flight home. He rode back in the cargo hold of an RAF Boeing C-17 alongside coffins carrying the bodies of two infantrymen killed by a roadside bomb in Helmand. At Brize Norton, he side-stepped the cortege and strode across the tarmac to a waiting police car. He was driven north on the motorway, hurtling up the fast lane with lights and a siren.

Ed spent the journey studying the contents of the MI5 file he’d been handed. A surveillance operation initiated by one of their people in an Oldham mosque had uncovered the existence of a small cell of ISI officers, who were up to the same things as MI5, monitoring the activities of jihadi talent scouts in Oldham and Manchester who were recruiting local kids for specialised training in madrassas in Pakistan’s tribal areas. The ISI cell had been under surveillance for several months now. The file included detailed biographies of the cell members and their friends and relatives as well as a summary of their activities. It was the first time he saw a picture of Nightingale: a grainy black-and-white photocopy of the passport photo on his visa application. But you could tell he was good-looking, with a square jaw and chiselled cheeks and a curved bow of a mouth. You’re a spoiled young man was Ed’s first thought. There were other photos of course, of clandestine meetings, of pick-ups and casual encounters, with Nightingale at the centre of attention and everybody around him smiling as if they felt some kind of gravitational pull. They must have fallen over themselves to confide in him. What a carefree life it must be for this spying lark, Ed thought, followed by a sharp retort: now it’s all going to be very different.

At the back of the file was the transcript of a phone intercept. A panicked call made by Nightingale from an address in Oldham to a number in Islamabad just over fifteen hours ago. According to GCHQ, the calm and unhurried voice on the end of the line in Islamabad belonged to the “Hidden Hand”—Pakistan’s legendary spy of spies—Major-General Javid Aslam Khan.

The lights and siren were switched off as they approached Oldham.

Ed was dropped off on the Lees Road, half a mile short of his destination, and walked in. He was the right skin tone for the neighbourhood. He turned into Gibraltar Street. The carcass of a Victorian mill dominated the skyline. The single-storey redbrick bungalow was at the end of a shabby cul-de-sac. Frosty blades of grass were pushing up through the cracked tarmac of the carport and the curtains were drawn. He knocked on the door.

A white woman opened it. She was not tall, about five-four, he estimated, late twenties with auburn hair cut in a sensible bob and a determined look on her face. She was wearing practical clothes: black jeans, canvas sneakers, and a fleece.

“Come in.”

He stepped inside. It was chilly. She handed him a pair of latex gloves, which he snapped on. “How is he?”

“Like a sulky child,” she replied. He registered her Yorkshire accent. “What do you want to do first?”

“Show me the body.”

He followed her down the hall to the bedroom.

The body on the bed was cold and rigid. His back and buttocks had the blue-cheese-mould patina of stagnant blood, livor mortis. Ed realised why it was so cold: they must have turned off the heating in an attempt to preserve the body for as long as possible.

“Cause of death?”

“By the looks of it, he choked on his own vomit. They were smoking heroin.” There was a fold of discoloured aluminium foil beside the bed and a lighter. “I’m told it’s almost impossible to kill yourself smoking heroin.”

“Bad luck then. A nasty surprise.”

She nodded. “He says he woke up alongside him.”

“That’s when he made the call?”

“That’s right. He woke, found the body, and called Islamabad. He was told to sit tight until midnight tonight when a clean-up crew would arrive and he would be given a fresh set of instructions.”

Ed looked at his watch. They had three hours.

“What about the other members of the cell?”

“They’ve gone quiet. No calls, no web traffic, and no movement.”

Nightingale had made the call and, subsequently, word had gone out to the rest of the cell to stop whatever they were doing and wait. Khan was known for caution. He didn’t want to waste a clean-up crew on a trap. Nightingale hadn’t liked that, of course; he’d objected in the strongest terms. You can’t leave me here with a dead body. But he’d been told to put a sock in it, to sit tight and wait.

“Where is he?”

“He’s in the kitchen. We’ve been moving him back and forth between the kitchen and the living room all day.”

Nightingale was sitting at the kitchen table with a blanket around his shoulders and a cup of sweet tea in his hands. He’d had fifteen hours to work his way through the full gamut of emotions—despair, anger, outrage, bitterness, and resignation.

The other MI5 officer was standing with his back to the sink. He was tall and broad-shouldered, wearing Lycra cycling shorts and a waterproof jacket. There was a cycle helmet on the sideboard beside the kettle.

He nodded to Ed. “Now say hello to the mystery man who’s come all the way from Kabul to have a chat.”

Nightingale grunted and continued to stare into his cup of tea.

“I’ll take it from here,” Ed told him. He waited while the two MI5 officers went through into the living room and then sat at the table. Ed placed his hands down with his fingers splayed, a pianist centring himself before a recital. He resisted the urge to rub his face. He remembered his training: on first meeting an agent, appear calm and carry yourself with authority. Be gnomic. Be Desi Yoda. Sweat prickled the back of his neck. He wished he’d had an opportunity to shave.

“I have to make a decision,” he told Nightingale in a conversational tone. “I have to decide whether to call in the police, or do nothing and let your people clear it up.”

That brought his head up: wide-eyed, eager as a puppy. It hadn’t occurred to him that he might walk away from this. Later, Ed would pinpoint that as the moment when he first decided that Nightingale was a lousy spy, his face so expressive you could watch each and every thought unfold. Later still, he would revise his opinion: Nightingale’s thoughts were so random and grandiose and scattergun that they served to disguise his true feelings. Maybe he wasn’t such a bad spy after all.

“If I bring in the police, you’ll be arrested and you’ll probably go to prison, your cover will be blown and your relatives will no longer be welcome here. The Prevention of Terrorism Act already gives us wide powers, but we won’t be in any way constrained by it.” Keep your voice as flat as an oil spill, Ed told himself. “Let me spell that out for you. Any members of your family here in the UK will suffer. Your cousin will be kicked off his chemical engineering course at Imperial and deported. Your aunt in Gloucestershire will almost certainly lose her job at the solicitors’ firm. There will be no more summertime visas for your mother and father. And the money they have been squirreling away for the day when Pakistan becomes uninhabitable will be seized and made forfeit. As for your wife, does she know you bat for the other side? I think we’ll let her know. That’s just the start. We’ll think up whole new ways to inconvenience you while you’re waiting on remand. I can guarantee you won’t like your cell mate and he won’t like you.”

Nightingale’s face was ashen and his lower lip wobbled, the tears welling up in his eyes. He rubbed them with the backs of his hands.

“It’s a bummer, isn’t it?”

“What do you want?” Nightingale said.

“I understand you are about to be recalled. I understand you have been offered a new position with the ISI’s Afghan bureau.”

“How do you know that?”

Never answer a direct question.

“I think at this point you have to assume that we know everything about you,” Ed told him. “In fact, we know you better than you know yourself.”

“What is it you want from me?”

“It’s simple, really. We want you to go back to Pakistan as planned. We want you to take up your new job in the Afghan bureau. We want you to go on working for Khan, but we want you to work for us, too. In return for a regular flow of information, we’ll guarantee your cousin finishes his course and there won’t be any problems for your family. We’ll even add to the pot of money your parents have stashed away and we’ll offer you and your whole family British citizenship and police protection for life.”

“You want me to spy on Khan?”

“Exactly. We want to know what he’s up to in Afghanistan. We want the whole picture, warts and all.”

“I don’t have any choice, do I?”

Then he smiled, his tears forgotten. That was Nightingale for you; he was too devil-may-care to be blackmailed, and although his family struggled to maintain their lifestyle, it wasn’t about the money either. For him, it was about the excitement. If being a secret agent was a thrill, how much more thrilling to be a double agent?

Four years of clandestine meetings followed, in ditches and graveyards scattered across Afghanistan, anywhere sufficiently distant from prying eyes, and often only for a few minutes. Nightingale provided Ed with information that allowed coalition forces to successfully disrupt attacks, smash insurgent networks, and counter the flow of weapons and bomb-making materials over the border. And if at times it had seemed as though the information provided by Nightingale was partial—the smashed networks were invariably those considered the most independent of the ISI and the disruption of bomb-making materials didn’t result in a significant reduction in the number of explosions—and that Nightingale might in fact be a triple agent—an ISI plant receiving guidance from Islamabad—Ed could put his hand on his heart and say he had expressed his suspicions to London and had been told, in no uncertain terms, to keep his opinions to himself. For four years Nightingale had been referred to by London as “the gift that kept on giving.”

But now, in a surprise move, Nightingale had returned to Pakistan and been given a new posting, an off-the-books surveillance operation in the ever-so-quiet garrison town of Abbottabad. Ed recalled the last time they’d met: a month ago in Kandahar, in the cemetery behind the chaotic bazaar known as the Chowk Madad.

“I’m getting close to something that will interest London,” Nightingale had told him in his familiar high-handed way. Over the years it had become his favourite way of baiting Ed. Acting as if there was someone important in London who was his real handler, and Ed was little more than a conveyor of messages, the opposite of Ed’s suspicion that Nightingale was little more than a conveyor of messages himself. After four years of secret meetings, they behaved towards each other with the sly hostility of a long-married couple.

“Khan’s got something hidden away up in Abbottabad, right under the noses of the joint chiefs. Something mega-secret. There is a house under permanent surveillance. I think I can wangle my way up there.”

“You need to be careful,” Ed cautioned him, not for the first time.

“I met someone. They call him Noman. He’s something big in SS Directorate, so he’s got a finger in every pie. The thing is, Ed, he’s got the hots for me, big time. He’s a beast. You should see the way he looks at me. He can’t wait to get his hands on me. He can hardly control himself.”

“And you’re going to let him?”

Nightingale was defiant. “Why not?”

“Because I forbid it,” Ed told him. “Your focus is on Afghanistan and imminent threats to UK security. Whatever the ISI is up to on home soil is outside our remit.”

Nightingale pouted. “All right, all right,” he said. “I’ll stay well away.”

You encourage them to cheat and lie, Ed thought, and they do it to you as well.

It was two weeks later that Nightingale got back in touch, via a dead drop run by the Intelligence cell at the embassy in Islamabad.

I was right! It’s the Big Kahuna!
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The Surveillance Operation

Waking, Noman thought he could smell sulphur. When he raised his head, the poison struck: thirst, nausea, and a barbed pain behind the eyes.

Tumultuous dreams.

For as long as Noman could remember, he had been dreaming about the annihilation of the world. As a child it was often an earthquake: abysses yawned and mountains rose and fell. As a teenager, it was more often than not a flood or a zombie apocalypse. Then in 1998, in operations Chagai-1 and Chagai-2, Pakistan detonated six nuclear devices in Balochistan, and another dream was folded into the mental gravy: an atomic explosion over a desert city; first a shockwave that demolished houses and factories, after that a fireball rolling outwards to the horizon, melting car tires and searing human shadows into the asphalt. And last of all, the mushroom cloud, rising and spreading and hanging silently over the desert.

Ka-fucking-boom.

His eyes were smarting, and his vision was watery. There was a thin layer of acrid black smoke hovering just below the ceiling. It took him a few moments to realise that the neighbours were burning their rubbish again.

When he turned he felt the warm body beside him, naked and face down. He reached out and ran his fingers down the young man’s spine and over his smooth, round buttocks. When he first woke he had not been able to remember who it was. The touch of his skin brought recollection. Tariq.

He slipped out of the bed and padded across the tiles towards the chair where he had discarded his clothes. He did not want to wake the boy. Tariq’s amused and knowing smile, his peppy moves and jaunty over-confident quips, all of which seemed so attractive the night before, might provoke violence in him now in the slough of the morning. Noman had always been ruled by extremes: shamelessness and shame were the roots of his emotions.

Reaching the chair, he realised that his clothes were not where he had expected to find them. He squinted at the floor with his eyes still smarting, but they were nowhere to be seen. He must have left them in the next room. Naked, he went out through the bedroom door into the unfinished space beyond.

The house belonged to a major who taught on the Technical Graduate Course at the nearby Kakul Military Academy. Similar in function to Sandhurst or West Point, the academy provided training to officers for the Pakistan Army. The major had been “encouraged” to find temporary accommodation elsewhere. The house was a new-build, located in the Bilal Town suburb of Abbottabad: an ugly, flat-roofed, three-story structure constructed of unrendered cinderblocks that had been put up to replace a house destroyed in the 2005 earthquake.

At the centre of the cement floor there was a tap stand and a bucket. He knelt down, wet his hands at the tap, and rinsed his eyes. His head was splitting. When he looked up he felt three pairs of curious eyes watching him across the room, then a shudder of indiscriminate rage.

The first set of eyes belonged to a Bandar monkey on a chain. The red-faced monkey had been there last night. It had spun on its chain and shrieked while he bent the boy over a chair. Now it bared its fangs.

The second set of eyes belonged to an elderly, bearded manservant who was squatting beside the camp chair where the deed took place. He was a classic Hazara, flat-nosed and Chinese-looking, with characteristic features inherited from thirteenth century Mogul invaders. The evidence of last night’s seduction—the bottle of scotch and the traces of white powder—had been cleared away and the trembling old man was holding up Noman’s pressed and folded shirt, jeans, and underpants like an offering at a shrine. Balanced on top of them, like a crown on its cushion, was his gun, a Glock 17.

The third set of eyes belonged to a professional watcher, a young intelligence officer with floppy hair and skinny jeans. His name was Omar, and he was perched on a stool beneath a hide of camouflage netting with a 25–125 times magnification spotting scope on a tripod in front of him. By rights, he should have been watching the neighbours and logging their movements in the army-issue ledger in meticulous longhand, but instead he was transfixed, startled by the sight of the legendary spy-catcher, ruthless interrogator, decorated hero of the Siachen Glacier, and all-round very fucking scary piece of work Noman Butt, kneeling buck-naked at the tap stand.

Like the sleeping boy Tariq, Omar was a Close Observer. There should have been a surveillance team of at least six watchers in the house, but the nature of the job, the absolute need for secrecy, and the requirement to circumvent normal procedures meant there were only these two trendy bhanghra boys from a privileged suburb of Lahore, who looked like they’d stepped out of a nightclub—Tariq and Omar—their ancient manservant, and a bad-tempered monkey.

Beyond the hide was a large window with a view, just visible through the diffuse and smoky air, of the crumpled ochre slopes of the Sarban Hills and the burning disk of the sun. It was a bright day throbbing with malevolent promise.

Noman closed his eyes, gripping the bucket. Murderous fantasies assailed him of destroying them all, of stamping on the monkey and strangling the old man and of kicking the two boys until their organs burst, turning their supple youth to offal.

Instead, he should be praying, pressing his forehead to the rough cement in abasement, earning him the zabiba, the permanent thumb-shaped bruise of the truly devout, but it was a long time since he had prayed with conviction. He was ready to sacrifice for Islam, anything short of throwing himself into a cauldron of molten metal, but he struggled to live by it. He felt like death.

“Shit, yaar,” he muttered. He was still half-drunk.

He took a deep breath, swallowed, and held himself erect. First, a shower. He let go of the bucket, snatched his clothes and gun from the old man and went down the stairway to the room where he’d left his briefcase. He opened it and rummaged around until he found his phone. Five missed calls, all from his fleshy, imperious wife. He threw the phone back in the briefcase, went to the bathroom, and locked himself in.

His hands trembled on the shower lever. Suddenly, he was sick, vomiting into the shower pan. Purged, he sat on the tiled floor with his head in his hands. He was poisoned. He had been poisoning himself for weeks.

He struggled to his feet again. As he stepped into the shower, he caught sight of himself in a mirror on the medicine cabinet and was briefly paralysed by fear and self-loathing.

He closed his eyes and took slow, deliberative breaths. When he looked again, the moment had passed and what he saw was a hard, compelling face with massive angular cheekbones and a stubborn jaw. But that wasn’t what terrified the unwary in basement cells. It was all in the eyes; he had mesmeric eyes of blue, scary bowel-voiding eyes, so perfectly blue they went all the way back to Alexander the Great’s foray across the Indus, and some said they tunnelled all the way back to Satan, to the very first evil eye.

Pummelled by the cold spray, Noman began to feel like himself again.

He was a short man, with close-cropped hair and a weightlifter’s physique. He was strong, the strength discernible in his legs and shoulders, in his broad neck and in his spade-like hands and stubby fingers.

Noman worked in intelligence, for the Inter bloody Services bloody Intelligence Agency, or ISI, having come into it from the army and before that, an orphanage. As an officer cadet at the nearby Kakul Academy, he had narrowly missed out on the Sword of Honour, the prestigious award for best cadet, after completing the Long Course in 1994—not bad for an orphan convert from a low-caste Hindu village. It was in the nature of things that the sword was won by the less capable but better-connected son of a Punjabi officer of the Leadership Caste. After the passing-out parade, the commandant had grudgingly told him that he might even make general one day, provided India and Pakistan didn’t immolate themselves with nuclear weapons before he got the necessary crowns and pips.

He had served with the Baloch Regiment in Free Kashmir and been awarded a Crescent of Courage Medal, a significant honour only one down from the Sign of the Lion Medal, which had replaced the British Victoria Cross at the time of Partition and had so far only been awarded to martyrs, which was too high a price for a piece of tin as far as Noman was concerned. He had received the medal for conspicuous gallantry in repelling an Indian attack on the Siachen Glacier.

The attack had been a total surprise, even to the Indians whose mountaintop artillery position was delivered by an avalanche into the midst of a Pakistani Forward Operating Base (FOB). In the sudden chaos that ensued, Noman had killed five Indian soldiers with an ice axe. He’d dug himself out of a hastily excavated snow hole, and they were all over the place. Close to him, Indian gunners were climbing out of a tiny window from an almost fully submerged portacabin bunkhouse that had been lifted out of its cradle of concrete blast walls and surfed the wave of snow down the mountain. They were popping out like champagne corks. He’d gone at it with the axe until he was the only one left standing, and then he’d hacked at the snow until he’d dug out enough to plug the window and prevent any more escaping.

After that, he’d completed the punishing eight-month Special Service Group selection course and gone on to command the Seventh Commando Battalion. From Special Forces he’d transferred to the ISI and served across several directorates, including the Afghan bureau. It was while at the Afghan bureau that he had come to the attention of Javid Aslam Khan, the farsighted hero of the struggle against the Soviets in Afghanistan, the man credited with creating the Taliban and ending the Afghan civil war.

Khan, who was without a son, had taken a liking to Noman, spotting his unscrupulous intelligence and appetite for the work. He chose to nurture Noman’s ambition and steer him through the labyrinthine corridors of Pakistani intelligence. He offered him his daughter in marriage. As a result of his patronage, Noman Butt was now in command of the ISI’s SS Directorate that monitored the activities of “flagged” groups within Pakistan. That made him the in-house expert on every armed group and extremist faction in Pakistan, from the Federally Administered Tribal Areas to Free Kashmir, from Balochistan to the Punjab.

For five years now, in the SS Directorate’s longest-running surveillance operation, a succession of close observers had watched the house next door, logging the comings and goings of a white SUV whose spare tire cover was emblazoned with an image of a white rhino. It was an ugly three-story house, with high-walled balconies that made it look like a chest of drawers with the drawers partly pulled out. The driver of the SUV was an Arab named Abu Ahmed al-Kuwaiti, also known as Sheikh Abu Ahmed, also known as “the courier.”

Showered, Noman stepped out of the stall and dried himself. Avoiding the mirror, he checked the medicine cabinet. Nothing. Then he remembered he had some Valium in his briefcase.

He put on his underpants, jeans, and shirt. He stuffed the Glock down the back of his trousers. He dry swallowed a Valium and went up the stairway again. The monkey had retreated to a corner of the room, and the manservant had made himself scarce. Noman stood at the doorway to one of the bedrooms for a few moments contemplating Tariq’s sprawled and sleeping body. His anger had dissipated now. Tariq really was a beautiful boy.

“The guest is out in the garden, sir,” Omar said.

Excited suddenly, Noman went over to the hide, and Omar slid off the stool to allow him to look through the scope. He pressed his eye to the viewfinder, and the house opposite sprang into high relief, the electronically enhanced lenses bringing the figure of a man in the courtyard close enough to touch. A tall, frail, stooping man shuffling along under an umbrella, his beard shot through with two distinctive white streaks.

In the house next door, under the very nose of the military establishment, lived the leader of the most flagged group of all, the world’s most wanted man.

The Sheikh Osama bin Mohammed bin Awad bin Laden.

For all that he regarded bin Laden as little more than a prisoner, and this half-arsed and poorly manned operation as a pointless drain on the directorate’s resources, Noman couldn’t help but feel humbled and a little awestruck in the presence of bin Laden. The scything airplanes and the plunging towers had often been featured in his dreams.

He watched as bin Laden completed his slow circuit of the courtyard and went back into the house, careful to furl the umbrella before stepping inside. Looking up from the scope, Noman realised that his eyes had filled with tears. Rather than have Omar see him like this, he pretended to study the ledger of observations open on the music stand beside the tripod.

“I’m leaving,” he announced after a minute or so.

“Sure,” Omar replied and then remembered who he was talking to, “I mean … yes, sir! Thank you for visiting.”

Noman put on his mirrored sunglasses, picked up his briefcase, and went out into the morning.
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Apache Commando

Bouncing down one of the narrow dirt streets in his glossy black Range Rover, Noman found his way blocked by a crowd of determined-looking women and howling brats. Beyond them, in a trash-strewn open space, he observed a white tent with a banner announcing a mother-and-child vaccination programme. After pumping the horn a few times, he realised it was futile and reversed up the alley.

Soon he was speeding south on the Murree Road with the windows down and the supercharged V8 engine growling, his hands too busy for driving. Steering through the curves and bends of the national park with his knees, the pine forest rising above him on one side and the ravine falling away on the other, he loosened the tobacco in the barrel of a Gold Flake cigarette and squeezed it out onto his palm, crumbling hash into the tobacco, kneading and mixing before refilling the Flake, twisting it shut, and lighting up. Deep drag.

Hakuna matata, as the Africans would say. No tension.

A welcome jolt to the brain.

He rooted around amongst the CDs on the passenger seat until he found what he was looking for, a bootleg of Adil Omar’s freshly cut track “Paki Rambo.” He cranked it up to full volume, and the words rattled around in his head like an unshooable fly:

I’m a junky on a binge and damn I’m so faded

Apache Commando

Put my foot in your asshole

He felt his spirits soar.

The P … the A … the K … the I

Paki Rambo!

Above all, Noman thought of himself as a survivor. Not the lickspittle, ass-kissing kind of survivor who made general these days. He was the opposite—the dogged, undeterred-by-anything, approach-every-task-with-utter-concentration kind of survivor. He knew how to endure, and what it was that got you through. It was a quality that his superiors had recognised and valued in him—there was no job too difficult or too morally compromised for him to accept.

He was up for anything, he thought, anything except facing his wife this sunny morning. Irritated, the mood just as suddenly broken, he pulled over at a roadside café that overlooked the river. He sat in a plastic chair, and they brought him a chai that had been steeped long enough to acquire a rich dark colour and made creamy with full-fat milk.

What I need is a plan, he told himself, something other than alcohol and drugs and arse to get by on. I’ll make a plan.

Back in the car, he rolled himself another joint. Newly fortified, he set off again. He drove past an abandoned fairground with a rusting Ferris wheel and dropped down into Murree. He nudged forwards through narrow, crowded streets that were festooned with electrical cables, between market stalls with plastic awnings. Then he was out the other side, with his foot down, on the expressway heading south.

Instead of taking a left towards Rawalpindi—and home—he turned right towards the office.

The ISI headquarters was a sprawling complex of buildings beside a private hospital in the G-5 district of Islamabad. With its neatly clipped lawns and tinkling fountains, it resembled the campus of a well-funded university. The entrance on Khayaban-e-Suhrawardy Avenue was suitably discreet: no sign, just a plainclothes officer with a pistol who directed Noman through a chicane of barriers, soldiers, and sniffer dogs.

He parked the Range Rover outside the central building, dispensed a few drops of Visine in his eyes—nothing to be gained from letting the top brass know you’re a waster—and went in, crossing the circular, echoing lobby to the elevators.

Seated in his windowless office, he unpacked his briefcase: two vodka bottles, dirty socks and underwear, Valium, condoms, a couple of wraps of cocaine, and several packs of Gold Flake cigarettes. He stuffed them randomly into drawers. He noticed that there was a memo in his in-tray calling for all serving offices to wear their uniform when in headquarters. He crumpled it up and threw it in the direction of his overflowing wastepaper basket. Next in the pile was a report from a source inside the Swat branch of the Tehrik-i-Taliban, the Pakistani Taliban, whose leadership were getting hot under the collar over some girl in the valley who was using Facebook to demand education for women. There was nothing those crazy old goats in the Taliban were more afraid of than a girl with opinions. He scrawled “Kill Her” in the margin and then thought better of it and crossed it out. He wrote “Leave Her Alone,” thought better of that, and finally consigned it to the wastepaper basket. Let them sort it out.

He spread his hands palms down on the desk. This is where I begin again, he told himself. I reinvent myself. I make my plan.

He had another shot of vodka.

Back to the in-tray. There was an approach from a Lashkar-e-Taiba-affiliated group based in Free Kashmir who had devised a plan to demolish the turbines on the giant Bhakra Dam in Himachal Pradesh.

You had to give it to the Lashkar boys, they always thought big. They had already trained a cadre of fighters in night swimming, cliff climbing, and explosives handling. They just needed help with moving the explosives into India on the Dubai-Bombay run. There was no way the Joint Chiefs would give the green light. They had already war-gamed it. Blowing the dam would likely lead to the collapse of the government in Delhi and might precipitate all-out war. Still, it was a plan worth developing and keeping in a drawer in preparation for an uncertain future. The speed with which the glaciers that fed into the Indus were melting meant that Pakistan was likely to run out of water in the next twenty years. A hundred and eighty million people without a cup of water between them; that exceeded even the most apocalyptic of Noman’s dreams. The only possible response to such a situation was to start blowing Indian dams. He wrote “More Info” in the margin.

The phone rang.

“Noman?”

“The very same.”

It was Major Tufail Hamid. He sounded pleased to hear him. Tufail was Chief of Staff to Khan. He was a lean, neat, unobtrusive man with a fastidious nature and dark pouches beneath his eyes. Like Noman, he had completed the arduous Special Service Group selection course before transferring to the ISI. At one time he had been one of the SS Directorate’s most valuable spies. In his final undercover operation his cover had been blown, and he had been tortured for several days in a basement. Now he was the poacher-turned-gamekeeper, nurturing his own position as key-holder to Khan where he once nurtured networks of informants. He wore white gloves to disguise the damage wrought by acid.

Tufail had served under Noman in the Seventh Commando Battalion; it was Noman who got him his first job with the ISI; and after the acid attack, it was Noman who had recommended him to Khan when he was looking for an aide-de-camp. Khan had tentacles that reached into every corner of Pakistan and beyond, and it was good to have a friendly set of eyes and ears in his immediate circle.
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