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ONE

The Secret Intelligence Service puts two years and over 100k into the training of new field officers. You’re shown how to steal cars, strip weapons, hack bank accounts. There are courses on the use of improvised explosives, two workshops dedicated to navigating by the stars. But nothing about what I had heard one old spy call whiplash. No one tells you how to go home.

You’re negotiating with a crime syndicate in Kabul on Thursday; Saturday night you’re at a dinner party in Holland Park. Cutlery tinkles. There is something you’ve forgotten. You lock yourself in the bathroom and call a restaurant on Sadarat Square to speak to a man you know is dead, and when the phone’s answered there is the call to prayer in the background. The worlds cannot all be real at the same time. You apologise to your hosts as you leave, blaming jet lag, then sit on the Central Line hearing mourners wail. After the first few times, officers switch to a desk-based role or they find ways of managing the transition. I can’t do desks, so I had to learn.

I accumulated rituals, which veered between superstition and procedure. Most of all, I collected places that I could touch as if they were a charm and say: Everything’s under control, you know what you’re doing. The Premier Bar in Jordan’s Queen Alia airport was one of them. Travel between the lucky and unlucky parts of the world regularly enough and you’ll find yourself killing time in Queen Alia. The Premier Bar tucked itself away in a corner of the main terminal, a fridge and three aluminium tables, with a clear view across the departures hall. It had Arabic news on a flat-screen TV and bottles of Heineken in a fridge. I thought of it as my local.

I had come to Queen Alia airport en route from Saudi Arabia, and was under strict instructions to proceed directly to London. This in itself was ominous – most of my debriefs were held in third countries. An operation had been pulled suddenly. I had one bag and the clothes I wore, which stank of smoke and petrol. The pale jacket and chinos of a certain type of Englishman abroad are not made for arson.

I sipped a beer and tried to unwind and form a plan at the same time, letting the stress hormones settle, enjoying globalisation at its transient best. A Congolese family in green and purple robes filtered through a charcoal-grey swarm of Chinese businessmen. Two dazzling white sheikhs led faceless wives in gold-trimmed burkas. Eastern European sex workers pulled Samsonite cases, heading to the Gulf, South East Asian ones in denim cut-offs on their way to Europe. The skinny, bright-eyed Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan labourers clutched mobile phones and gazed at the departure boards. Staff of NGOs and media organisations sipped water, restless or exhausted depending on the direction of travel. I watched them move as flights were called: Erbil, Jeddah, Khartoum. There were other solitary individuals like me, meeting each other’s eyes but not for long. You found a lot of snapped sim cards in the bins. Private security contractors favoured duffel bags. They looked well-fed, and walked with the stiff swagger of men who’d been heavily armed until yesterday.

Six hours earlier I’d been in an abandoned mansion on the edge of Asir province in Saudi Arabia, close to the border with Yemen. The mansion had been trashed. At some point the previous night a local group of unknown affiliation had stormed the place, looting what they could. The occupant – a notorious playboy, discreet funder of terrorism and precious agent of mine – had fled. I had about ten minutes to clear the place of anything sensitive before a more purposeful crew arrived.

I walked through with an empty rucksack, my footsteps echoing as I searched. I’d never been inside before. It was a fifteen-bedroom, thirty-million-dollar palace: fun to trash, difficult to search. Crystal teardrops from the chandeliers littered the floor among balls from an antique snooker table. There were scattered books, broken glass, trails of blood where the intruders had cut themselves climbing through windows. They’d shot his pets, ransacked his wardrobe, slashed some dubious abstract art and one haunting Fantin-Latour still life. A single word of spray-painted Arabic livened the wallpaper: Irhal. Leave.

Which was good advice.

‘Are you seeing this?’ a voice in my earpiece asked.

The satellite image on my phone showed a convoy of five Toyota pickups heading straight towards me. Unclear who they were, but I wasn’t putting my money on Saudi forces. The barrels of the semi-automatics sticking out of the windows were clear enough.

‘I see it.’

‘Probably time to get a move on.’

I climbed the stairs. The first floor gave a view across the grounds. Most of the buildings I used in the Gulf were built with anti-ram walls, barriers, ballistics window film. This wasn’t one of them. It had a defiant lawn, some cacti, date palms and an elaborate sprinkler system. A Ferrari belonging to the man who used to live here remained beside the gates, a white shell of carbonised metal. Silver puddles gleamed in the burnt dust beneath it, which perplexed me until I realised it was the metal of the brake pads, melted and resolidified. That was surreal and beautiful. My own driver leaned against the gatepost, binoculars raised. Two distinct lines of smoke reached up from the suburbs of Abha, the nearest city, 3.4 kilometres away.

‘Eajal!’ Quick, he shouted, turning.

I estimated ten minutes before the men arrived, two more to breach the gates. The Saudi police had vanished, the SAS unit attached to the intelligence services for scenarios such as these was stuck at a vehicle checkpoint on the highway. I was left with three temporarily loyal members of a carjacking gang high on anti-epileptic medication that they consumed by the handful, claiming it gave them courage. Maybe it hadn’t kicked in yet.

One of my current allies, Samir, appeared in the corridor behind me: moustache and paunch, antique pistol, bulging eyes.

‘We go now.’ He was agitated. Beside him stood a cousin or nephew, no older than sixteen, in an FC Barcelona top, barely able to lift his Kalashnikov.

‘Five minutes.’

‘Two minutes.’

I reached into my jacket, gave the boy my handgun, told him to forget the rifle. ‘I’ll be back down before they get here.’

I took a breath, mixed some oxygen in with the fresh adrenalin. Nice and alert; let’s get this done. The room I wanted to find was proving elusive. I opened doors, looking for electronics and paperwork, finding abandoned Kevlar, fine china, leather-bound encyclopaedias.

One minute.

At the end of the second-floor corridor I located the door I needed. I punched a code into its electronic lock, saw inside, and my heart sank.

Seven or eight crates of material filled the small, windowless space: bank statements, shipping documents, loose cash, bills of lading. I counted four laptops, seven concertina files, stacks of invoices for almost everything but the weaponry he was actually funding. No doubt, somewhere within the mess, were identifying details; lives endangered.

Samir appeared behind me, saw the haul, swore.

‘We must leave it,’ he said.

It would take half an hour to remove it all. If we had a van. A call came from downstairs: they could see the dust of the approaching convoy. I threw the rucksack into the pile.

‘Get a can of petrol from the fuel house.’

‘We don’t have time.’

‘We’ve got plenty of time. Go.’

I began to sort through, taking the cash, ensuring the hard drives were exposed. A sheet of the South China Morning Post caught my eye. It had been folded small, tucked into a box of necklaces. I unwrapped it and saw what looked like two uncut diamonds. Even in the murky room they sparkled: yellow-tinted and unmistakable against the newsprint.

I pocketed one diamond, wrapped the other back in the paper with half the money. When Samir returned with four jerrycans, I gave him the wrap of newspaper and told him it was a present for later; I needed him poor and wary for a few more minutes. We both splashed petrol over the hoard, then he ran down to the car. I took a final breath before dropping a match. Sometimes it’s left to you to perform the ceremony alone; to lower the flag. No call to prayer from Abha. There was a deep Sunday peace, which meant that peace was gone.

An hour to the airbase, a flight to Medina, then another Saudi military jet into Jordan. No one had offered me a change of clothes. And petrol smoke sticks to you. Messages kept coming in on the phone belonging to Christopher Bohren, my cover identity: bankers, brokers, a fellow art dealer, a company that specialised in installing infinity pools. All wondering why I’d disappeared.

I had no idea.

I washed the taste of blood out of my mouth with Heineken. The situation was a mess, I didn’t doubt that. My agent had vanished, Saudi Arabia looked like it might kick off, and someone somewhere in Vauxhall Cross was worried about my own potential capture. But I had also been expecting this: the intelligence service liked to keep you moving, stop you building empires and attachments. The longer you were in the field the more vulnerable you became, so the thinking went. As well as the dangers of overexposure, the theory involved some old-school notion of going native. Operations got pulled overnight and you rarely, if ever, got an adequate explanation. I sometimes wondered about HQ’s envy of field officers, whether they created their own secrecy just to keep you in your place. Sometimes it was as simple as a budget cut.

For now I wanted to enjoy a last moment of freedom, of being Christopher Bohren. For all the professional setback and geopolitical consequences of my departure, I was pleased to be here. The magic of returning to places never diminished – of finding them still there: the tables, the weary face behind the counter. It was a small victory, as if I’d kept a rendezvous with myself.

On the TV screen: Militants burn playboy’s palace. Is Saudi pact with extremism over?

That was the question posed by RT Arabic, the Kremlin’s new Arabic-language station. They had good footage: a reporter standing beside smouldering ruins, with the carbonised Ferrari visible over his shoulder. I finished my beer and got another.

‘You used to show Al Jazeera here,’ I said. The owner shrugged. ‘You prefer Russian TV?’

‘My son prefers it.’

I took the drink to my table, feeling defeated, wondering at the way history creeps up on you. The journey from the counter gave me an opportunity to scan my immediate environment. There had been one man sitting at the Starbucks across from me for fifteen minutes now. He’d taken a seat facing in my direction, although he hadn’t looked directly at me once. He had an Arabic paper spread in front of him but his eyes didn’t track the text. Not airport security, but I thought I glimpsed a holster.

I finished my beer, watched a group of business people speaking Russian hurry towards the flight to Damascus. After another few minutes my Starbucks friend departed, slinging a laptop bag over his shoulder. I put my phone on encrypted mode and dialled a Saudi number.

‘I’ve had to leave town for a few days. There’s a few bits and pieces I left behind which I won’t need any more. I’d like you to dispose of it all.’

‘Yes.’

‘And then I think you should get out.’

‘You are leaving us.’

‘The situation’s become precarious.’

‘We are ready.’

‘I appreciate that. I have instructions.’

I rested my eyes on a video screen above the concourse: a woman in a field of lavender pressing a perfume bottle to her throat. ‘I will be doing everything I can to ensure you have no problems,’ I said. ‘If you speak to Leyla, will you tell her I’ll be in touch as soon as possible?’

He put the phone down. I closed my eyes. The fabled licence to kill is nothing beside the very real licence to die; to walk out of a life and its responsibilities. No farewell, no last confession. I picked up my phone again and called CIA’s station in Islamabad.

‘Courtesan’s a no-show,’ I said. ‘Everything on ice for now.’

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll message when I do.’

I moved a blood-red Swiss passport from my bag to my jacket pocket, booked a night at the Mandarin Oriental in Kensington. Then I went and bought a suit and a clean phone.

I knew from experience that in five or six hours I’d be facing men and women in ironed clothes who would determine, from how I presented myself, the level of mishap they could pin on me. Luckily, routes to and from war zones make for good shopping: Rolex, Ralph Lauren and Prada do their own sleek profiteering. The woman in the Prada concession was elegant, flirtatious, didn’t blink at a man who stank of petrol smoke digging out his money belt and buying a three-grand suit.

‘You have been staying in Jordan?’ she asked.

‘Just passing through.’

‘English?’

‘Canadian. I might get a watch as well.’

I chose a watch.

‘Can you wrap this?’

‘Of course.’ She wrapped it, tied a ribbon and offered me a choice of message tags.

‘Just a blank one, thanks.’

Doors of dark carved wood led between potted palms into the Royal Jordanian Crown Lounge. No familiar faces. At the back was a disabled toilet that had served me well over the years. I changed, tore and flushed my receipts, checked my paperwork was in order. Then I took a condom wrapper from my wallet, removed a pouch of duct tape and prised it apart. Inside was a small key, the key to my own life. I rinsed off the glue and transferred it to my pocket.

I shaved, used the corner of my boarding pass to get the dirt from beneath my fingernails. Finally, I tried looking into my own eyes. I was thirty-five, 5’11”, 170 pounds, ash-brown hair faded by the Middle Eastern sun. I started operations looking well: groomed, trim but not so worked out that I could be mistaken for military. I ended them haggard, bloodshot, with an edginess that triggered attention.

I eased the tape off the new wrapping paper and removed the gift box, took out the watch, then tucked the diamond into the velvet lining and rewrapped it. I found the tag and wrote: Let’s quit.

At the boarding gate, the usual sunburnt crew gripped their Western passports as if they might try to wriggle away. The flight took off at 10.30 a.m. I stayed awake over Lebanon, trying to see how much power was on, caught a glimpse of western Turkey, slept through Europe.

Heathrow was unusually quiet. No issues at the border. I walked into the UK, part of me hoping that there was no one to meet me, but I was out of luck.


TWO

My driver held an agreed name. You could almost believe he was a standard chauffeur if it wasn’t for the eyes that scanned the people around me as he took my bag. Square-jawed, broad-shouldered; an army physique at odds with the grey suit.

‘How was the journey?’

‘Very smooth, thank you.’

The car was convincing too: black Audi, authentic TFL private hire licence in the window. Its bulletproof glass and run-flat tyres weren’t easily identifiable to untrained eyes. The sky above was grey, the bite of English winter refreshing.

‘Alastair Undercroft apologises for not being here in person to welcome you home,’ my driver said, when we were inside. ‘We’re to proceed directly to the meeting.’

‘That’s fine.’

He kept his eyes on the mirrors as we drove, watching security and police. After several years living the life of Christopher Bohren, the most likely source of trouble was New Scotland Yard. I let him get going before leaning forward.

‘I’d like to go via Marylebone High Street.’

‘Sir?’

‘I have something to pick up.’

‘I’ve been asked to take you straight there.’

‘We have time.’

‘Okay.’

He looked uncertain, put a call in to someone announcing our change of plan. Everyone had their orders. But his was the last deference I’d get for a while and I wanted to use it.

London looked solid, fortressed in a thick, impregnable peace. A dream that had congealed. How long was I going to be here? I directed him to a Caffe Nero across the road from Balthorne Safe Deposits and he pulled up.

‘How do you take your coffee?’ I asked.

‘I’m fine, thank you.’

‘Go on. Flat white?’

‘No sugar.’

I crossed the road to Balthorne. A row of classical columns obscured the front window. Reception was wood-panelled. They minimised human interaction. Four cameras and a smartly suited elderly guard watched you approach the entry gate and place your palm on a glass panel that read your veins. If your veins lined up, you got to enter a six-digit PIN code and walk in.

It became more functional inside: another desk, a brightly lit corridor and finally stairs down to the vault. By this stage the key seemed quaint.

In my box there were a few photographs, some handwritten poems, souvenirs of past operations, and a manila envelope containing a sim card. I unlocked my briefcase and removed a couple of grand in various currencies, depositing it along with a fragment of pottery that might have come from the Temple of Artemis in what was now north-eastern Libya. I kept the diamond. Then I took the sim and placed it in my new phone.

I crossed the road to the coffee shop. As far as I was concerned, the operation had been pulled six months early, I had half an hour for a coffee. And I needed strength for what was to come, whether or not it included re-entering my own life. I took the driver his flat white, with a pain au chocolat, which I felt should buy me ten minutes. Then I returned to the café and sat down.

London throbs. You’re alert to threats that aren’t there any more, and the senses overload. Three young women came in, talking Cantonese. A man in the far corner of the café muttered Kurdish into a Bluetooth headset. I heard the words ‘mother’ and ‘hospital’. The coffee-shop window was bare, no defensive blocks between it and the road. But there would be no attacks. I tried to re-enter the complacency. A copy of The Times had been folded on a rack beside the tills so that you saw a strip of flames in a front-page photo, but they were somewhere far away.

My hands looked tanned in the English light. My lips were cracked. I stared at the screen of my new phone. When you charge up a phone, you entertain the fantasy that a life will return. I’d always brace myself for the personal business but forget to brace myself for its dwindling pressure. When you expend your energy maintaining another person’s identity your own becomes neglected. In the last seven weeks I’d missed two birthdays, one wedding, several job offers. There was an invitation to lunch from an investor friend who owed me for some timely information; no message from the woman I wanted to hear from. At least, that’s what I thought at first.

Emails likewise: irrelevant things or those I was too late for. I checked the junk folder in case that was where my life had been diverted, saw something strange.

It was an email from a TutaNota address with a string of letters and numbers for a name. TutaNota was a German-based encrypted webmail service. This was a procedure I used for agents. Subject line: Lottery Win.

The message had been sent twenty-two hours ago. I scanned the email for malware then opened it. The email contained two lines:


HAPPY BIRTHDAY.

CLAIM YOUR PRIZE.



‘Happy birthday’ meant danger: I was in danger, or the agent in question was in danger, and I needed to initiate exfiltration procedures; i.e. time to get out of town. ‘Claim your prize’ meant that a file had been uploaded to a message board hidden deep within the dark side of the internet.

When you’ve refined systems that work in the field, it’s good to stick with them. But you make sure each agent has a unique signature, procedural details that identify them so you know who’s contacting you in the absence of formal identification. I’d used this particular code with an agent in Turkey codenamed MESCALINE – Khasan Idrisov, a young man I had been fond of, with his pale eyes and thin beard; the frayed handkerchiefs with which he’d mop his brow. His decapitation was still up on YouTube last time I checked.

So the message was a surprise.

I looked around Caffe Nero, sipped my coffee, read the message again.

There was no way anyone should have known the code words, let alone my personal email address as well. Now I looked through my missed calls more closely. Around the time of the email there were three attempts from a foreign landline. 8.12 p.m. last night, 8.14 p.m., then 8.21 a.m. The prefix was 87 172. A check online confirmed it was a landline in Astana, Kazakhstan.

I’d been in the country twice, briefly – both times near the start of my career. There was little MI6 activity there; the service ran a minimal station out of the embassy. It provided some shallow cover for intelligence operatives and electronic surveillance, and enjoyed a moment of inflated importance after 9/11 – Kazakhstan was a supply route to Afghanistan – but in the resource-strapped world of MI6 nowhere retained staff without good reason. The world is big, intelligence operations are expensive and politically complicated. Nothing came up online for the number: no individual or business. I set up GPS scrambling so my location was concealed, dialled the number back. It rang but no one answered.

My driver stood watching me beside his Audi, cigarette cupped in his palm. I needed a clean device with which to access the darknet. That wasn’t going to be easy today. As I got up, I wrestled with a thought I didn’t have the capacity to process right now. One other person alive knew the contact system, the person I wanted to hear from more than any other – but not like this.


THREE

I considered asking for another diversion, purchasing a laptop, retrieving whatever had been sent. But we were running late, and I was starting to feel any further action needed to be as inconspicuous as possible.

We followed the river east, sank into the Blackwall Tunnel, through the shabby tranquillity of south-east London into Kent; bare branches, a splash of rain, suburban oblivion before the M25 reduced the world to litter-strewn verges.

I rarely got invited into Vauxhall Cross any more. They’d have to disinfect the place afterwards. The ideal of HQ was to remain a sterile domain in which transgressions of men and women like me echoed only faintly. It was a truism in the Intelligence Service that the better you were in the field, the less London wanted to know you. On a shaded lane outside Sevenoaks, the driver stopped, checked his mirrors. When no other vehicles appeared he turned left down a rough track between stone pillars to a gate. Two men in Barbour jackets approached the car, an Alsatian straining at its leash. They let the dog sniff around, checked the driver’s papers, peered into the back and gave me a nod. They pulled puncture chains off the track and we continued.

After another minute we arrived at a sprawling red-brick manor house with stables at the side, marshy paddocks at front and back. A Mercedes had been parked in one of the stables. Two armed men in grey suits sat in the main building’s flagstoned hallway, breath steaming.

‘Home again,’ one said, recognising me. ‘Phone, please.’

That was new. I handed over my phone. He winked, nodded towards the stairs. ‘They’re waiting for you.’

Not quite Miss Moneypenny. Still, the familiar environment offered a shred of comfort. I had been here years ago, crafting the Bohren cover in the first, optimistic flush of the Arab Spring.

You have experience with revolutions.

How’s your Arabic?

Up to speed with the Muslim Brotherhood?

Rolling coverage on, courtesy of Al Jazeera; me, fresh from Ukraine, still filled with ideas of extending the colour revolutions to Russia itself. Why not? But the Middle East was where the story was happening: freedom blossoming, a chance to remake the world. That seemed a very long time ago. I allowed myself a flicker of nostalgia as I climbed the rickety stairs, breathing the same country air. I remembered the view of low hills and forest. A landscape for deer hunting, I had thought at the time. Tudor country: Thomas Wyatt, Kit Marlowe – men entranced by the power they served, who thought they could borrow some of its glory.

My debrief took place in a large room, a mesh of grey conducting material over the walls rendering it a secure communications facility, but giving the air of dust sheets and decline. Three people got to their feet when I entered: Alastair Undercroft, head of the Global Issues Controllerate; Martina Lansdown, Section Chief: Libya, Syria and Yemen; finally Douglas Mitchell, an adviser to the Foreign Office, though not one you’d come across very often. Undercroft was first to shake my hand.

‘Good to see you, Elliot.’ The pink ridges of his bald head looked raw under the lights.

‘Welcome back,’ Lansdown said. Her suit was the olive-green of military fatigues. Mitchell offered his hand but didn’t smile. He sported five o’clock shadow and black hair gleaming with whatever kept it scrupulously parted. The walnut desk in the centre of the room bore two laptops sitting on their secure cases of nickel and silver-plated nylon, plus a Panasonic Toughbook showing satellite imagery. Beside this was a tray of sandwiches, untouched.

Six years ago the Foreign Office had identified an urgent need to bolster our connections with rebels in Libya and Syria. They wanted to know about activists, but also more battle-ready opposition. I was already tuned in to some of the movements from my time in Tunis and Cairo. The plan was to monitor and control the flow of arms, men and communications equipment as much as possible. Prevent massacres, respond to cries for help, without the need for the kind of military intervention that makes news bulletins. Overseeing this was a small, ex-directory unit of MI6 set up in the 1990s after the fall of the Soviet Union, incorporating those familiar with the movement of Islamist fighters, as well as the intricacies of the diplomatic relationships that concerned them: Pakistan, Turkey, the Gulf states. CIA were on board, keen to make it a liaison operation with Six, because liaison operations didn’t need to be reported to Congress. MI6 and those Cabinet members in the know wanted it categorised as an Information Operation as these didn’t require ministerial sanction. I was needed because you can’t do everything with drones.

They wanted me to enter that world, as someone who could befriend funding sources for rebels of all stripes, to map out the web of shifting alliances between Riyadh, Ankara and Tripoli. I thought it sounded like an opportunity to immerse myself rather than run around another desert sticking targets on backs. I would have to win trust, which took time, which was what I’d trained for. I convinced them that art dealing involved as much mysterious movement of funds as any other pursuit, and we created Bohren. I met Rashid Bin Talal six months later at Basel art fair, established that he was setting up a museum of modern art in Riyadh, that he nursed a crippling hard-on for young white men, and that he was shipping over five hundred grand a week to militant Islam. I recruited him five months later. That was quick, but still felt luxuriously gradual by the standards of the modern intelligence service. I codenamed him Courtesan and insisted no more than six individuals knew his real identity. We kept him in play for the sake of his intel, his cash, the cover he gave our own schemes, and diplomatic relations with the Saudis. It was win–win all the way around.

‘Courtesan was arrested, six a.m. our time, Saudi side of the border,’ Undercroft said. ‘Believed to have been taken to Ulaysha prison. Obviously we’re monitoring the situation. I know you’ll want him out. Intervening now risks drawing attention.’

‘So will him talking.’

‘It may be too late.’

‘Where was E-Squadron?’

‘Wrong side of town, it seems. Total cock-up; no one’s pretending otherwise. We think perhaps the Turks stuck an oar in. Washington’s got its new tunes, as you know, and that’s causing pressure. Things were going to come to a head sooner or later.’

Fieldwork sometimes felt like being told to build elaborate and very fragile constructions next to the sea; one day the tide of diplomacy turns and you wonder why you bothered.

‘We appreciate the work you’ve put in,’ Mitchell said.

‘We’re all frustrated,’ Undercroft elaborated. ‘But those theatres aren’t the priority they once were. And there’s an additional problem.’

The problem was $500 million worth of weapons supplied to Yemen’s interior ministry which had gone astray. The Foreign Office had got jumpy and instructed us to cut all ties before taxpayers’ assault rifles turned up on jihadi YouTube. They were very concerned about what ‘bore our fingerprints’.

So that was that.

Christopher Bohren had two homes I had decorated, friends, prospects, magazine subscriptions. Obviously, some of this would linger. His work would be reabsorbed by the legitimate art dealership housing him; his personal contacts had been primed for an unannounced departure. Operations Security would fade him out of existence over six or seven months. But it would not be me any more.

When we’d exhausted our thoughts about the events of the last twenty-four hours they brought out lists of names. Mitchell had the air of a man who was about to deal with men even less patient than himself. He wanted me to treat former contacts ‘unsentimentally’ in order to ‘clarify the situation’. It was a phrase the Russians used to mean ‘kill someone’.

Every deal I’d made had been cleared with the FCO, yet they had a way of asking about it as if I’d sat alone in the desert wondering how to equip the Free Syrian Army. I existed because of the things the government wasn’t allowed to do, and that brought vulnerability. I began to think through the individuals who might have been here but weren’t, and what their absence signified.

I cooperated with Mitchell’s questioning, but you learned to give London what it needed and not much more. The Foreign Office cannot bear too much reality. When you travel between a world of reports and the one that people die in, intelligence product becomes a dubious thing. You impose order on chaos, give other people a false sense of understanding and authority. It involves the transformation of friends and brothers into agents or targets. That was the border crossing that eventually exhausted you. I wasn’t prepared to endanger someone who’d recently had my back just because of a policy change in Whitehall.

As we moved through details – deliveries, payment chains, structures of the Qatari royal family – I kept wondering about the email contact and the missed calls. What was waiting for me on the dark web? The more my welcome home began to feel inadequate, the more this contact seemed the real business. Eventually I let the thought which I’d been fighting surface. The one other living person who knew those protocols was the officer from whom I’d inherited the agent concerned: Joanna Lake. I hadn’t seen her in six months, but the thought of a reunion had sustained me.

On a break I went outside, asked for the temporary use of my phone, then took it as far from the house as I could go without attracting suspicion. I found the last number I had for Lake and rang it, but the line was dead.

Kazakh news sites focused mostly on snowfall. There had been a storm for three days, beginning on the night of the calls. Roads were closed, whole villages had been buried. Other than that, the President had made a speech about diversifying the economy. Some industrial strikes continued. Nothing that brought the missed calls into focus.

After lunch I was interviewed by a man of around sixty with the patient, lethal air of Security Branch. He gave his name as Chris. He was curious about why I’d chosen to burn the contents of the secure room rather than bring them home as instructed. Curious about a lot of things, including my visit to the safety deposit box this morning. I humoured him, answering questions accurately, without protest. At one point, I caught him staring at my new watch. I didn’t know if he was going through the motions, reminding me of my place, or if he harboured genuine suspicions. Part of me remained in far less comfortable rooms, alongside men and women who’d risked their lives for British schemes and had been left holding empty rifles.

At three p.m., Chris departed. Undercroft and Lansdowne returned with fresh satellite images. I talked them through the towns and alliances of Syrian Kurdistan, while making my own tour of what survived, distracted by patches of new rubble.

‘They’ve destroyed the old mosque,’ I said.

I reached over and enlarged the image. A nineteenth-century mosque I’d been fond of during a brief stay in Al-Hasakah had gone, replaced by a mound of beige stone. It had been bulldozed; militiamen, enraged no doubt by the tiled calligraphy. I tried to imagine that rage. Their iconoclasm was more than just an aversion to beauty and I found it fascinating, even while the results were awful. To them, the sites themselves were blasphemous; not just art or ornament but history itself.

As we were wrapping up for the day, exhausted, I said, ‘There’s an officer who works in I/OPs: Joanna Lake. Do you have any idea of her whereabouts?’

They said they didn’t.
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