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For Beth.

The lifetime he shared with the goddess was always a dream . . .’
LI SHANG-YIN
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‘Iraq signed . . . nuclear arrangements with India and China, US government sources say, although the details have never been revealed.’

KENNETH TIMMERMAN, The Death Lobby, p. 93

‘American officials say Iraq turned to China for help with the first [nuclear] centrifuges.’

Ibid, p. 358


There are eight stages of dissolution through which the soul passes in its journey to be reborn:

1. Clear Light

2. Radiant Black Sky

3. Radiant Red Sky

4. Radiant White Sky

5. Flame of a Butter-Lamp

6. Fireflies

7. Smoke

8. Mirage


PROLOGUE

Srinagar, Kashmir, Northern India
June

The sun lay across the city like a copper chafing dish, baking everything in sight with its dull, oppressive warmth. It was the hottest summer in living memory, perhaps the hottest since time began. The sky was empty of clouds and birds. Today, not even the orioles were in flight. On Dal Lake, abandoned houseboats lay strewn like broken flowers, and the floating gardens wilted and died. To the east, the blue foothills of the Himalayas rose up behind a ragged haze. In the city, people looked up at them from time to time, thinking how cool it must be up there.

A woman’s voice rose in song from the lake’s southern shore, light and easy, a hymn to Shiva. First from the Jami Masjid, then from the mosques of Hazratbal and Rosahbal and Shah Hamdan and Pathar and Dastgir, the voices of the city’s muezzins rose in the call to the noon prayer. A very different god, and a very different love.

As the worshippers made their way on foot to their places of prayer, clutches of soldiers watched suspiciously from their bunkers. No one walked easily in Srinagar, no one went anywhere unobserved.

Two men stepped down from a four-wheel-drive vehicle that had just drawn up in front of the General Post Office on Guptar Road. They’d scarcely set foot on the parched earth before a chirruping bevy of would-be porters and guides swallowed them whole. V. S. Mukeiji’s ‘Top Number One Taxi Service’ was always the choice of rich foreigners coming in on the morning flight from Delhi. Except that nowadays foreigners in Kashmir were as rare as teeth in an old man’s gums.

The guides and porters vanished back into the lanes near the Post Office as quickly as they had come. A small Indian wearing cream-coloured kurta-pyjamas and impenetrable dark glasses had emerged from the Post Office and was greeting the newcomers, hands folded in the namaste, bobbing, smirking, and apologizing for the undignified confusion that had welcomed them to the jewel of the north.

His greetings over, the Indian hurried them past a heap of sandbags topped by a light machine-gun, down narrow steps to the river. The Jhelum was low, its normally muddy brown water stinking and putrid now, as it moved sluggishly between the tall houses that crowded in upon it from either bank.

A shikara was waiting, tied up to a wooden pole whose lower half was seeing daylight for the first time in over two hundred years. The boatman, an old man with grizzled hair, helped them into the narrow vessel, as he had helped thousands of tourists in his day, and pushed off towards midstream. But today’s passengers were not tourists. They did not carry cameras, and they did not stare at the sights of Old Srinagar as the little boat weaved its way between a clutter of barges and floating shops. Their only luggage was a large, heavy-looking briefcase.

The two foreigners made a curious sight, if anyone had been willing to pay more than passing attention. The Indian sat up front, whispering directions to the boatman as he steered. Behind him sat the visitors, one old, one young. Bewildered by the heat that pervaded its smallest crevices, the city seemed to sigh as they passed, recognizing in them descendants of a vanished Raj. No one would have turned a hair if a band had appeared out of nowhere and struck up ‘God Save the Queen’.

The old man’s name was Dennison. No first name, no title, no tactless entry in Who’s Who. He had the air of tired menace that walks with men and women of a certain age and class. Not even the city’s heat could penetrate the invisible wall that stood between him and his surroundings. He sat upright in the pirogue, as aloof as any Rajput prince on a palanquin. His eyes fell on the dun walls and shuttered windows of the jumble of houses clinging frantically to the narrow banks, but he gazed at them with the practised indifference of a demigod.

A drop of sweat beaded the tip of his nose and fell at last to his knee. Another formed, but he did not lift a finger or furrow his brow. He’d been sent here on a wild-goose chase, and he knew it. The business had a smell about it, a smell not much unlike the stench that rose from the muddy river through which he was being rowed. The boy would turn out to be a fake and an illusion, the whole thing a clever trick to wheedle money out of Dennison’s bosses in London.

The boatman flexed his arms, twisting the heart-shaped oar through water and sunlight, propelling them deeper into the ancient city. The scent of fear was everywhere. Buildings carried the marks of bullet-holes, the traces of fires, the scars of bombings. It might have been Beirut a decade earlier. Eyes peered through broken lattices, watching, surmising. Two Europeans passing in an open boat: sitting targets for a band of kidnappers. And the Indian, calm and collected as a petty god moving among his worshippers. He looked up the narrow course of the river, humming a bhajan to himself.

A faint sound of hammering came to them from beyond a bend.

‘Habba Kadal,’ said the Indian, without turning his head. ‘Here is where they make copper goods. Advised to stop up ears.’

They passed beneath the old bridge with its weathered beams of deodar. The din of the copper workshops took possession of them for a while. The young man let his hand fall into the water, letting it trail for a moment before pulling it out again as though stung. He shook water from it like a dog. The water was unpleasantly warm to the touch.

‘You aren’t going to like it,’ he said to the older man. ‘It isn’t what you think.’

‘I don’t think. I watch and wait. They didn’t send me here to like or not to like.’

‘You won’t understand. He isn’t what you want him to be.’

‘And what, pray, is that?’

‘An impostor.’

He’d found the boy during his last tour of duty up here. It had taken him until now to make them send someone out. He hated to think how much time had been wasted.

‘We’ll see.’

The young man’s name was Ross, Douglas Ross. Born in Edinburgh, into the service. His father had died in a cold room somewhere in East Berlin. The Wall was gone now, but the room remained. In memory. In his mother’s heart. She’d told him once her heart was nothing but a single memory.

He let his hand fall limply to the water again.

‘He’ll frighten you,’ he said. Something made him want to goad Dennison.

Dennison shook his head. He was beyond fear.

‘He told me things he couldn’t have known,’ said Ross. ‘Not if he was a fake.’

The shikara glided under another bridge and continued to the next.

‘Zaina Kadal,’ said the Indian. ‘We are getting out here, please.’

The boatman brought the craft up against the bank. No one was waiting for them. People glanced at them with curiosity. Tourists seldom came this way. It was too dangerous. There had been too many kidnappings, and a killing only last week.

The Indian told the boatman to wait, then led them into the tangle of alleyways that made up the quarter in which the boy lived. Stalls festooned with skeins of silk and wool lined the street, narrowing it until there was almost no room in which to pass. Always the Indian went ahead, making space for them. Twice they were stopped by military patrols, but each time the Indian showed a pass and brought them through without further questioning.

They passed into a lane that became a cul-de-sac. It was hotter here than in all the rest of the city, Ross thought. He fingered the pistol in his pocket. If they got caught here, they’d never make it out again. He’d have brought the boy to Delhi, but he’d refused to go, and there’d been no making him.

A wooden door barely wide enough to pass through stood at the end of the alley. The Indian stopped and turned. He took off his sunglasses and looked directly at them for the first time.

‘You must understand, Mr Dennison,’ he said, ‘you are not in your own world any longer. Whatever happens here, it will not happen according to your rules. Do you understand that?’

Dennison nodded. He only had to sniff the scented air to understand the truth of the man’s words.

‘Let’s go in,’ he said. ‘I haven’t come all this way to stand gaping at a bloody door.’


Clear Light
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CHAPTER ONE


Secure E-mail Communication via Cadenza Central. Not for retransmission.

Time: 17:14:09 hours IST Date: 20/6/99

To: Controller, East Asia Desk [ConEA@6.gov.uk]

From: Dennison, P. J., London Operations Chief, India Section, Srinigar [dennison@embassy.delhi.gov.uk]

Subject: Reincarnation

Maurice,

I recommend we get the boy to London a.s.a.p. I’ve made arrangements for him and his family to be taken to Delhi tonight. There’s a flight out just before the curfew starts. Dubey is being co-operative, but I don’t know how long it will last. Depends what he tells his own people. They may decide this is more their line of country than ours. Ordinarily, I’d say bloody right, but in this case . . .

I think it’s vital for UK security to have the boy and his parents on a plane out of Delhi by tomorrow noon at the latest. I leave that to you, it’s what you’re good at. Put Ross and myself on the same flight. I need authorization to deal with Dubey.

Is he what he claims to be? Buggered if I know. I’m not a Buddhist or a Hindu, I’m not up to these tricks. C of E and the Apostles’ Creed suit me down to the ground. But . . . To tell you the truth, I’ve never been more scared in my life than I was this afternoon.

Dennison




CHAPTER TWO


From transcription of a tape-recording made at 10 Pampore Alley, Zaina Kadal, Srinagar, 14.30 hours IST, 20 June 1999

Operator: D. Ross, Field Agent MI6 Delhi

Recording Time: 2:17:35

Tape logged: 20.15 hours GMT, 23/6/99, Vauxhall

Access: Nil access below Chief MI6/Chairman Joint Intelligence Committee

Transcript logged: 14.07 hours GMT, 24/6/99, Vauxhall annexe

Access: Nil below Chief MI6/CJIC/Controller East Asia

ROSS: Testing, testing. [Puff, puff, puff.] Hello, one, two, three, testing . . . I think it’s working. Right, this is Douglas Ross. I’m about to interview the boy called Yongden whom I last met here on the eighth of June. Also present are Captain Sunil Dubey of the Indian Intelligence Service, and the man you sent out to act as an observer, Dennison.

I’d like to set the scene for you, if I may. Dennison is sitting on my left, Dubey to my right. We’re in a small room, maybe twelve by ten, with a low ceiling. It’s hot in here, very hot. We’re all uncomfortable, except for the boy. I can feel sweat coiling down my neck, my back is soaking, my socks are wringing wet. Yet the boy is as cool as a cucumber, he looks as if he’s sitting on ice. He isn’t even bothered by the flies.

He’s about twelve years old, I think, good-looking, with jet-black hair and a winning smile. He’s simply dressed in white, in the Indian fashion. It’s impossible not to like him. And just as impossible not to be frightened of him.

The humming sound you can hear is the big fan up above that goes churning round and round. All it does is cut the hot air into slices and then send dollops of it down on top of us, making us hotter than ever. I find it distracting. I think we all do. Dennison looks up at it from time to time. The kid doesn’t seem to notice it. Nothing distracts him. He could be on another planet. Maybe he is.

DUBEY, INDIAN INTELLIGENCE: My name is Captain Dubey. I am here to see all is correct. These gentlemen have come from England to speak with you. Mr Ross you have met already.

BOY: Hello, Mr Ross. How are you keeping?

ROSS: Very well. How about you?

BOY: I thought you’d forgotten me.

ROSS: Now, how would I do a thing like that?

DUBEY: Mr Dennison you have not met. He is an old friend of mine. You can trust him.

BOY: I’m not so sure of that. Peter the Ponce was always a sly fox. Weren’t you Pete?

DENNISON: How the hell do you know that nickname?

BOY: I gave it to you, old boy. Back in seventy-five. We’d been to the Gay Hussar for lunch, we were on our way back to Century House, the cabbie passed a remark about the flower in your buttonhole. You were Peter the Ponce from then on.

DENNISON: Turn off that bloody machine. I want to know what’s going on here. I want to know what bloody fool trick you’re trying to play.

ROSS: I’m sorry, Mr Dennison, I have instructions. Everything has to be recorded.

DENNISON: Even that nonsense?

ROSS: Especially that.




CHAPTER THREE

It was just a room. Douglas Ross had been there twice before. The room never changed, the boy never changed. The room and the boy were timeless, unchanged, perhaps even unchangeable.

He was sitting just like he’d sat before, on a wooden chair in the middle of the room. Nothing seemed to affect him, least of all the heat. His parents stood to one side, watching, understanding nothing. They never spoke, not a syllable. The boy did everything for them. He was their messenger, their angel, their interpreter. He said they’d come down from Ladakh, from Leh, along the long road that reaches Kashmir through the pass of Zoji La. That was in the spring. Ross had met them first in the first week of May.

A window had been left open in the vain hope of bringing a little fresh air into the room. Flies went in and out, heavy black flies that came up from the river in droves. They settled on everything. On a little trestle table, the reels turned slowly on the recorder Ross had brought from Delhi.

Dennison’s bluster had gone. The boy’s use of his nickname had taken the breath from him, left him gasping. Ross took over, questioning the boy gently. Dubey sat on a chair facing them, mentally recording all that passed. Ross knew that Dubey was going to become a problem, that they should never have got Delhi involved.

‘Tell me, Yongden, you say your real name is Matthew Hyde, that you are his reincarnation?’

‘Yes.’

‘Mr Dennison finds this hard to believe. He does not believe in reincarnations. His superiors in London will find it even harder to believe.’

‘They have not seen me.’

Ross looked at the boy, as though seeing him again for the first time. He no longer wore the tattered Ladakhi goncha he’d worn in May. The Indian clothes made him look like a miniature guru. His face and stature suggested a child of ten. He said he was twelve. His eyes were the most penetrating eyes Ross had ever seen. Blue, as blue as the water in Dal Lake. Yongden might have come from almost anywhere east or north of Kashmir. His English was near perfect.

‘You have to persuade Mr Dennison of the truth of your claims. Otherwise his bosses will not want to see you.’

‘They will want to see me.’

‘Tell us about Matthew Hyde. How does Matthew Hyde come to be in the body of a twelve-year-old boy from Ladakh?’

‘Why shouldn’t I? After all, what do you really know about these things. I found a suitable vessel in a boy called Yongden, and I pushed him aside. After that, it was a doddle. I am no longer Yongden. I am Matthew Hyde.’

‘When was this?’

‘Two years ago. When Yongden was ten.’

‘We have no evidence that Matthew Hyde is dead.’

‘I died in the prison-camp at Huancheng. I was shot there.’

‘We have had no news of that.’

‘Now you know where to ask, you will find what you’re looking for.’

A fly circled the boy’s head, but it would not land. Yongden’s mother went to the next room to prepare tea.

‘Where were you born?’

‘Durham, of course. Nearby, anyway. My mother went over to Hardwick Hall in Sedgefield. It’s a hotel now.’

‘When was that?’

‘Fifteenth of September nineteen fifty-seven.’

Ross looked across at Dennison.

‘Does that check out, sir?’

Dennison nodded.

‘Go on,’ he said. A voice drifted through the open window, a rough man’s voice complaining about something.

‘School?’

‘Ushaw College.’

‘And after that?’

‘The usual. Cambridge. My father’s college, King’s. I read Chinese.’

‘The Keynes’ building was there then, was it?’

‘Naturally.’

‘It’s next to the chapel, isn’t it?’

‘Of course not. It’s on the other side of college, facing on to King’s Parade.’

Dennison grunted. He was a John’s man, but he knew the Keynes’ building.

‘After college?’

‘My tutor, Harry Forbes, gave me an address in London. Baker Street. I had a chat with a man there, and the next day I was up for an interview in Carlton Gardens. You know the drill, you’ve been through it yourself.’

Dennison cleared his throat.

‘Who interviewed you?’ he asked.

‘Peter Doddswell. Michael Patch. De Coverley – it must have been a couple of months before his retirement. Hugh Creasey looked in.’

Dennison looked away. Ross reached down for a plastic file he’d left on the floor. Opening it, he extracted a handful of photographs. He took one and passed it to Yongden.

‘Can you tell me who this is?’ he asked.

Yongden glanced at the photograph and handed it back.

‘My sister, Juliet.’

‘And this?’

He passed across a second photograph.

‘My uncle Ralph.’

‘This?’

Yongden studied the third photograph briefly and shrugged.

‘Never seen him before.’

‘Well, well,’ said Dennison, smirking for the first time. ‘And who is it, Ross?’

Ross put the photograph back in the file.

‘My uncle James. He lives in Montreal. He’s been there for the past twenty years.’

The smirk vanished from Dennison’s face.

‘Perhaps you can enlighten us all,’ he said, ‘as to what this is all about exactly. Why has Matthew Hyde incarnated himself – if that’s the correct phrase – in the body of a twelve-year-old coolie from – where the hell is it?’

Ross answered.

‘Leh, sir. And he’s not a coolie, he’s –’

‘I’ll call him what I damn well please.’ He looked back at Yongden.

‘Well?’

‘I’m in Yongden’s body because we need to talk.’

‘Talk?’

‘About information I have and you need.’

‘What sort of information?’

‘About Matthew Hyde’s last operation. Operation Hong Cha.’

Yongden stopped speaking and looked directly at Dennison. There was total silence in the room. A kind of electricity seemed to have taken hold of it. Dennison looked at the boy, as if suddenly taken unwell. He made to say something to Yongden, then thought better of it. Instead, he turned to Ross.

‘Turn off the bloody tape.’

‘Sir, I’ve already –’

‘I said turn the tape off. That’s a direct order.’

He took a gun from his pocket and pointed it at Ross.

‘Or would you like me to blow your bloody brains out?’

Ross’s hand reached out and the tape stopped turning.


CHAPTER FOUR

London
23 June

The telephone entered his dreams like a hand reaching into water to bring a drowning man to safety. He’d been dreaming about his mother, something well calculated to cause him the maximum distress. It hadn’t really been his mother, of course, it had been Elizabeth; not that it made a great deal of difference. They’d both betrayed him, they’d both erected statues of themselves on heavy stone plinths in the centre of his psyche. It had been Elizabeth in the dream, but it had been his mother’s eyes glaring at him that he remembered as he swam up to the surface.

Getting there didn’t make anything much better. Dreams gave way to memories, memories to the bitterness of reality. The phone went on ringing as he tried to readjust himself to where and what he was. He glanced at the alarm clock. It was only half past seven. He groaned aloud. Only some bastard at Vauxhall would be ringing at this time, and if they were ringing early, it meant something was up.

He lifted the receiver with numb fingers.

‘David Laing.’

‘Dad? It’s Maddie.’

His daughter’s voice brought him fully awake.

‘Maddie! Thank God. Where the hell are you? I’ve been trying to get hold of you for days. I’ve been worried sick. Barbara said you’d gone off without leaving an address. Are you all right?’ He rattled the words out, barely pausing for breath.

‘Calm down, Dad. I’m fine.’

Ice trickled through his heart. She sounded drugged.

‘Where are you?’

There was a pause. The pause worried him. It was in pauses like that, he’d found, that the darkest revelations lurked to make themselves known.

‘I’m with Dr Rose. At his clinic. He’d like to speak to you.’

David felt his heart fall like a coffin sinking into a grave.

‘Put him on,’ he said.

There followed a series of bumping sounds, then a man’s voice came on the line.

‘Mr Laing? I’m glad I caught you at home. I tried all yesterday, but there was no reply and no answering machine.’

David closed his eyes. He’d been at GCHQ for two days, all day Monday and Tuesday, working with one of the Chinese-speaking cryptographers, trying to crack a new military code they were using during tank manoeuvres in Kansu. He had to go back again at the weekend.

‘I’m sorry. I was away on business. When I got back I found I’d forgotten to switch on the answering machine.’

No, he thought, not forgotten. He just hadn’t wanted to come back to any more abuse from Elizabeth. She’d taken to using up the machine’s entire memory with long tirades about why she’d left him, how he’d driven her to it, why she wouldn’t pay him a penny. It was like having her living with him again.

‘Well, it’s all right. We’ve got you now. How are you keeping?’ The all too familiar voice came down the line like a memory leaping out of some inner darkness. How many years had it been? Six, seven? David had thought all that behind them. Rose had saved Maddie’s life and sanity before. He sounded just the same. As though nothing had changed.

‘I’m fine,’ said David. He sat on the edge of the bed now, fully alert. ‘How is Maddie? Why is she at the clinic?’

The brief pause told him everything.

‘I’m afraid Maddie’s not too good.’

‘She sounded . . .’

‘I have her under sedation at the moment. I thought it was important for her to speak to you. Later, I’d like you to come over.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘Another breakdown. She was brought here about one o’clock on Monday morning.’

‘Jesus.’

‘I’d say her mother was the more likely culprit. I need to talk to you about that.’

‘Yes, I rather thought that’s what you were going to say. How’d she end up at the clinic?’

‘The police found her in a street off King’s Cross. She was in a distressed state. They were planning to have her admitted to St Pancras, but when she got there she mentioned my name. They’re under too much pressure there as it is, so they were only too glad to be able to off-load her.’

‘You don’t off-load people.’

Rose’s shrug could almost be heard down the line.

‘A lot of people get off-loaded nowadays. Usually they don’t end up somewhere as comfortable as this. I take it her mother will be paying.’

‘Elizabeth? You can bank on it. In every possible way.’

‘Well, that’s for you to sort out. I’ll be happy with a few cheques.’

‘Has she been sectioned?’

‘No, we’re treating this as voluntary. But if she tries to leave, it’ll have to be done. This is worse than the last time.’

‘And you think it’s because Elizabeth has left me?’

‘Maddie has referred to that, yes. It seems to be what’s preying on her mind most at the moment.’

‘Has she told you the circumstances?’

‘Some of them, yes. I’d much rather get those from you and Mrs Laing.’

‘I understand. When can I see her?’

‘Not at the moment. I want her to adjust to being back in the clinic. Possibly tomorrow. Will that be all right?’

David looked round the bedroom. The emptiness was palpable. How long was it now since Elizabeth walked out on him? A month? No, more like six weeks. She was living with Farrar now. Openly, without remorse. David had scarcely gone in to the office since then, and only when he thought Farrar was somewhere else. He was frightened the two of them might come to blows.

‘That’s fine. I have a lot of spare time at the moment.’

‘You civil servants get a lot of that. You should try working in the real world for a change. I’ll call you tomorrow morning, let you know how she is.’

David put down the phone and took another look at the real world.

Any opportunity he might have hoped to find for calm reflection was rudely swept aside by a nine-year-old voice bellowing outside the door.

‘Dad! You’ve got to come at once! Gromit has poohed all over the kitchen floor, and there’s shit on everything.’

Next moment, the door flew open to reveal the human being behind the voice. Sam was still in his pyjamas, his hair tousled, his old, much-loved slippers with their Wallace and Gromit heads squeezed on to feet at least one size too small. He ran through the door and into the room with only a little less than the force of a mature tornado.

‘Come on,’ he shouted. ‘You’ve got to clean up before she does any more.’

Gromit was three months old and Sam’s most jealously guarded possession. He’d picked her out from a litter of six at the pet shop on Cambridge Road. Ordinarily, David would have been wary of buying a pet for a nine-year-old boy of rapidly fluctuating enthusiasms. But with Elizabeth’s departure, he could deny Sam nothing.

She hadn’t wanted him. That wasn’t what she’d said, of course: Elizabeth would never be that direct. She’d just felt that it was more appropriate for the boy to be with his father. ‘He’s not far from adolescence, he’ll soon need a role model, someone masculine to look up to.’ David had asked what was wrong with her paramour, the sexual stud Anthony Farrar. ‘Oh, Anthony’s far too remote for someone like Sam. Sam needs someone more “hands-on”. And you are his natural father. He looks like you.’

David waved Sam over to the bed and scrutinized him. The boy did look like him, so much so that it was hard to believe Elizabeth had had anything to do with his gestation. Perhaps her genes were as aloof as she was.

It was as if Sam shared David’s own mixed parentage, half English, half Uighur. David’s father was Max Laing, emeritus professor of Turkic languages at London University. His mother, Soheila, had been a teacher of English at Sinkiang University, where Max had met her while doing research in the region a few years before the Chinese revolution.

‘Gromit is your responsibility,’ explained David for what must have been the hundredth time. ‘You have to feed her, give her water, and clean up after her.’

Sam wrinkled his nose.

‘But it smells horrible! Really yuk. It’s all over the kitchen. I can’t do it on my own.’

‘I’m sure you can. Let’s go down and take a look.’

True enough, Gromit had decorated the kitchen floor and most of the working surfaces with copious quantities of a substance that should have been encased beneath several inches of cat litter. The unfortunate creature had retreated to her bed, from which vantage point she let out piercing cries of malaise and anger. They started with Gromit, who was anything but a one-man job, and worked their way round the kitchen (followed by the now curious cat) with paper towel and massive quantities of disinfectant.

In the middle of wiping down the breakfast bar, Sam, who’d been his usual chirpy self until then, inexplicably burst into tears. David dropped the wad of towel he was holding and dashed across.

‘Sam? Sam, whatever’s wrong?’

It took a while for the child to recover himself enough to respond, and when he did it was only what David had expected.

‘I miss Mum. I don’t like her not being here. I want her back. Why did she have to go?’

The question David had been dreading all these weeks. At first, it had been quite an adventure, just the two of them in the house alone. Elizabeth had left during school term, and David had made a point of seeing that Sam got to school every day. Now that the summer holidays were here, it was impossible to keep the boy sufficiently occupied. He went out with friends, but most of the time he came home to an empty house. David couldn’t just give up work, and he couldn’t always arrange to be home at the right times.

They talked for a long time, and David did what he could to explain the inexplicable. No, that wasn’t true. Elizabeth’s departure hadn’t been inexplicable to him. She’d got bored with being a wife and a mother, she’d decided that, being wealthy in her own right, she’d be far better off with a rich man than a mere cog in the wheel of national intelligence. The problem wasn’t understanding her motives. The problem was making them comprehensible to a nine-year-old.

Sam’s tears subsided. But David knew they were still there, waiting to burst out again every time the sense of abandonment grew at all strong. He had his own tears to fight back, but for now it was more important to get Sam through his struggle. Otherwise Sam would join Maddie in a few years’ time, emotionally crippled and dependent on drugs to get her through the ruins of her life.

‘Fancy a visit to the Dungeon?’ he asked.

‘Great. Aren’t you going to work?’

‘I’m supposed to be in the office later. But let’s see if I can’t wangle something.’

He shaved in the shower, cutting himself twice. The water slashed his head and shoulders with tiny needles, washing his blood away. He closed his eyes tightly and thought about the mess his life was in. Maybe he should be the one in the clinic, he thought.

Maddie, his daughter, was twenty-five years old, beautiful, intelligent, and totally screwed up. Elizabeth, his wife, his former lover, was forty-six, beautiful, intelligent, and in possession of all her faculties. Except for love. Except for loyalty. Except for devotion. Were those things faculties, he wondered, or blessings?

He stepped out of the shower and towelled himself dry. Going to the mirror, he saw he was bleeding again. He took the styptic pencil from the cupboard and went through the ritual of staunching the little wounds. Time he stopped using cheap razors, he thought.

The face that stared back at him seemed almost that of a stranger. He was forty-seven, in excellent health, possessed of all his teeth and a full head of hair. But when he looked in the mirror, he sought a much younger man. The greying hair and the lines beneath his eyes were a cruel trick dreamed up to convince him he was someone else. He put the styptic pencil away and went to the bedroom to dress.

The phone rang again. He tensed himself, sure it would be Elizabeth this time, knowing there was no point in delaying their inevitable and certain-to-be-painful conversation about Maddie.

‘Laing.’

‘David, it’s Bill Dryden here. Farrar wants you down at Carstairs. This morning.’

‘For God’s sake, I only got back from Cheltenham last night. I’m due back on Friday.’

‘Cheltenham’s off. For you, anyway. We’re sending Dick Redgrave down.’

‘Dick? For God’s sake, Dick knows bugger all about military codes. This one’s a bastard. He’ll balls it up.’

‘There’s no way round this one, David. If you don’t show up at Carstairs by ten o’clock, you’re in deep shit.’

‘What the hell’s going on?’

‘Can’t tell you over the phone. Except that it’s very big. Very serious. And it has to do with an old friend.’

‘Are you allowed to say who?’

There was a slight pause. Dryden was a rule-book on two legs. He’d weigh up everything he said seven times before saying it.

‘Matthew Hyde,’ he said.

‘Sam, this isn’t easy to explain.’

‘You can’t take me to the Dungeon.’

‘Not today, no. Oh, Sam, I’m really sorry.’

‘That’s all right.’

But he knew it wasn’t all right. At nine, promises mean a lot. In Sam’s condition, they meant more than usual.

‘Look, I’ll make it up to you. It’s just . . .’

Sam didn’t really know what his father did for a living. As with their friends, David’s job description was necessarily vague. He was ‘something in the civil service’, ‘a Whitehall dogsbody’, ‘a glorified typist’. Now, he thought, Sam had to know a little more.

‘Sam, will it help if I tell you something very secret? Something nobody, absolutely nobody else is to know.’

‘Stuart Badger’s dad had a secret like that. Stuart said he was a sex pervert. Are you one as well?’

‘Do you know what a sex pervert is?’

‘Stuart said he wore women’s clothes. Is that what you do?’

‘I’m sorry to disappoint you, Sam, but women’s clothes don’t look good on me. Let’s leave sex out of this for the moment. But I want you to remember that this is very seriously secret. I mean that. You’re to tell absolutely nobody, however much you may want to. People’s lives could depend on it.’

‘Not even Maddie?’

‘Maddie knows already. But it’s best you don’t talk about it with her. She worries about what I do.’

‘What do you do?’

‘I work in something called the Secret Service. Do you know what that is?’

Sam shook his head, but it was obvious his curiosity had been aroused.

‘It’s an organization that puts together information about other countries. And sometimes we send people in to find out more, or to take defensive action against things like terrorist attacks. My job is to get information about China.’

‘Like James Bond?’

‘Not quite.’

‘Do you have a gun?’

‘Most of the time, no. Even when you’re in the field, it isn’t always safe to carry a weapon.’

‘Do you . . . ?’

He held his finger out and put it over his son’s lips. They were warm to the touch. He wanted to take the boy and hug him hard, but something held him back.

‘Look, Sam, I don’t have time to go into all this now. But I will, I promise. All I want to say is that the reason I can’t take you out today is that I just had news about a man I knew, an old friend. He was . . . I sent him on a mission and he didn’t come back. I thought he was dead, and maybe he is. But it’s just possible he’s alive, and that he needs my help. I’ve got to go into the country to find out. Do you understand?’

Sam looked at him gravely.

‘You’re not making all this up?’ he asked. His eyes were wide, like a startled fawn’s. David shook his head.

‘Scout’s honour?’

‘Scout’s honour.’

‘I’ll spend the day with Billy Hancock. His mum’s taking him to Hyde Park. They’re taking a boat out.’

‘Terrific. I’ll give you money for lunch.’

Sam scampered off to get ready, then scampered back again.

‘Dad? Did you ever kill anyone? Like in the films?’

‘Enough speculation, Samuel Laing. I need to be on my way.’

Sam turned and hurried upstairs to his bedroom. Watching him leave, David felt his heart could so easily break.

Carstairs was Arwel Hughes’s safe house down in the Cotswolds, in a five-acre wood near Temple Guiting. They’d kept everyone there at one time or another: Blake, Blunt, Gordievsky, and dozens more the public had never heard of and never would. Carstairs was stone-roofed, mullioned, and fair, but it was no holiday cottage.

He joined the M4 at Hammersmith, and headed west. There was a tailback on the other carriageway, a mile and more of lonely faces staring through sun-bedazzled windscreens. Some beat with their fingers to the rhythm of Radio One or a cassette, some combed their sleep-tangled hair, some yawned. It was the middle of another week, the end of another month. Life did not change.

David put his foot down, moving past slower traffic with practised ease. The Volvo took the strain gently, and he set the cruise control at 90, settling back to watch the city slip away from him. He held the wheel lightly and did what little steering was needed without thinking.

His thoughts were in turmoil. One moment Sam was there, his face bright and eager, then Maddie rushed to the front, clamouring for attention, then Elizabeth sauntered up, smiling her amused smile, then Matthew Hyde appeared out of dark shadows, tired and hesitant.

Dryden had pleaded ignorance. ‘It’s something to do with Matthew Hyde,’ he’d said. ‘That’s why they want you there.’

‘Is Matthew alive? Has he made contact?’

‘I’ve told you all I know. Farrar said I was to tell you that. But that’s all.’

‘Will Farrar be there?’

There’d been a sigh at the other end. Dryden wasn’t a close friend, but he knew. David realized that a lot of people had known about Elizabeth’s affair a long time before she’d spilled the beans to him.

‘David, you’ve got to face him some time. Either that or resign the service.’

‘Will he be there?’

‘I don’t think so. It’s being handled by another desk. You have to be there because of Hyde.’

David had sent Hyde on his last mission three years earlier, to investigate a report that Iraqi scientists had been sighted in Sinkiang, not far from the nuclear testing sites at Lop Nor. Hyde had gone in, made two telephone calls to a Uighur agent in Urumchi, and then gone completely silent. He had not been heard from since. He and David had been old friends, and David hoped what he had not dared hope in years, that Matthew had somehow managed to escape.

He bypassed Windsor and Eton, through countryside fringed by Maidenhead and Slough. The constancy of the road appealed to him. If life was like a motorway, he thought, you’d know what to do, and when: come off here, go back on there, switch lanes, speed up, slow down.

Maddie had never understood the rules of the road. Her life was guided by instinct and impulse, she would quicken or slacken her pace according to the dictates of hormones and mysterious brain chemicals whose promptings were outside her conscious control. She’d had one breakdown after coming home from China six years earlier. His bright-faced little girl had become someone unrecognizable and unapproachable. She’d spent a long time in Dr Rose’s clinic in Esher, and when she’d come out they’d thought her cured.

What would Matthew be like? he wondered. Changed? Or the same old blight on the species? Hyde had been a wonder, a pain in everyone’s arse, cleverer than a dozen monkeys in a bag of treacle. He had read the ‘Analects’ more than one hundred times – or so he claimed –, and he spoke Chinese like a hsiao flute, his pitch perfect, his accent flawless. What would he be now? David asked himself. A broken man? A reed? Or something quite different from anything he could imagine?

The car followed the road like a leaf racing downstream. Sunshine flowed across the countryside. Birds circled in an empty sky. He’d sent Matthew Hyde to the most dangerous place in the world, without back-up. He’d been sent to a desert without a heart or soul, and now he’d come home. Or something had come home.


CHAPTER FIVE

Srinagar
23 June

‘Mr Dubey, sir, would you step this way, please?’

The voice came from a little alley on his left. Someone speaking Hindi, with a light Kashmiri accent. He turned to see who it was. Fierce sunlight struck his eyes, making him squint. He’d left his dark glasses behind in his office. The other man was visible only as a shadow.

Sunil Dubey had been the Indian Intelligence Service’s eyes and ears in Srinagar since as far back as made no difference. Most of the Service’s work was done up here, where every inch of ground was a matter of dispute between India and Pakistan, and Dubey had made a name for himself spotting and betraying agents who worked for the other side. His reports to Delhi were a matter of pride, commented on by Mr Ranjit Bhose, no less, the director of Jammu and Kashmir Regional Unit. He had never met Mr Bhose, but he dreamed of the day when his contribution to national security and public safety would be rewarded with a letter of commendation and a medal. Genuine silver, hallmarked, made in Britain.

He’d spent all day writing his latest, a super-confidential account of proceedings at 10 Pampore Alley, attesting to all that had been heard and witnessed by himself during the interview with the boy from Ladakh. It was with him now, in the canvas bag he carried, nestling next to the nan he’d just bought at Jamshid Khosraupur’s shop. He’d have liked to have access to the tape the man Ross had made. That would have made it perfect, and impressed Mr Bhose no end; but he knew there’d be no chance of that, not unless someone in Delhi put some pressure where it hurt, some even bigger cheese than Mr Ranjit Bhose. He sang under his breath, Nahi buleghi voh barsat ki rat, a song he’d heard Mohammad Rafi sing in an old film they’d shown on television last night.

It worried him a little that they’d spirited the boy away like that – parents, clothes, bags and baggage. The little rooms in Gujwara Alley had been stripped of their possessions: it was as if no one had ever lived there, or ever would again. Someone in Delhi – Mr Ranjit Bhose or maybe someone even more pukka – would be sure to ask him why he’d done nothing to prevent them, and he didn’t know what to answer. They should have been there, seen the man called Dennison, tried to face up to him themselves. Well, he’d telephoned Delhi, and it wasn’t his fault that the person on the other end was no one of any importance, that his message had been ‘logged and noted’, and almost certainly not passed on with any alacrity. All the same, they were sure to fix the blame on him if they could. Hence the importance of the report, hence the care he’d taken over it.

The boy worried him a lot. He’d met more than one incarnation in his time, pretty boys and pouting girls who said, ‘I’ve been here before’ or ‘My mother and father were so-and-so, and I’ve come back to be with them a second time.’ It reduced people to tears, tore families apart, created legal problems that went on for years, like that trial in Mr Dickens’s great novel. Most of them were fakes. Ninety-nine per cent kutcha, even if you closed your eyes and thought of all the gods in all the heavens. This one was different. This one had scared the Englishmen.

He took a step out of the sunlight, grateful for the shadow play of the alley. The man who had called to him was standing casually near an open doorway. The alley was full of food stalls. A smell of cooked mutton rose from the pots of a rista merchant, rich and warm.

With a sense of relief, Dubey recognized the man. His name was Mohammad Faiz, a Muslim saffron-seller who worked off and on for the British. Faiz had even passed occasional snippets of information to Dubey himself from time to time – nothing remarkable, but always worth paying a few rupees for. If his tips were shown up as false – which they often were – he’d simply shrug and say, ‘Mongra is mongra, lochha is lochha,’ in reference to the two kinds of saffron he sold: the first prohibitively expensive but genuine, the second cheap and just as yellow, but perfectly worthless.

Faiz also liked to put it about that he had close links to the Hizbul Mujahidin, the main Muslim separatist movement, and that he was even in the confidence of its leaders. To which Dubey would shrug and say, ‘Mongra is mongra, lochha is lochha.’ Still, round here, it never paid to be too careful. Never trust anyone, never distrust anyone.

‘Al-salam alaykum, Mohammad. Kya hal hai? It’s good to see you. Have you got something for me?’

Mohammad Faiz smiled. He was a thin man with loose, saffron-powdered skin that clung to what there was of his flesh like seaweed clinging to a rock. Yellow teeth gleamed in a soft red mouth.

‘Mr Dennison sahib says I must speak with you.’

‘Dennison? The Englishman? Where is he?’

‘Not here. Dennison has gone. He says I must find you and speak with you directly.’

Dubey looked up the narrow alley ahead of him. Shadow and sunlight, sunlight and shadow. A dog ran gamely between the legs of passers-by. A group of soldiers walked past, their weapons held in nervous hands, fearful of a sudden ambush or a bullet in the back. Hostile eyes followed them to the corner and out of sight.

‘Well, what is it he wants you to talk with me about?’

‘Not here, Mr Dubey, sir. He is very insistent. He says I must speak with you, sir, in private. Please, we can talk in here.’

He gestured to the open doorway: an odd gesture, one that a pimp or a strip-show tout might employ, luring the unwary into vice or self-degradation. A strange, vapid light came from inside. Dubey caught sight of a large fan turning somnolently in the thick air.

‘What is this place?’ he asked amiably.

‘It is my brother’s karkhana. His boys weave carpets. The very best Mughal designs. Perhaps you would like to buy one? A present for your dear wife.’

‘I can’t afford carpets. Your brother should have sold one to Mr Dennison.’

Mohammad moved his head in an apologetic manner.

‘Nabil will make a very special price for you when I tell him what an important man you are. You have most significant connections. Nabil always needs contacts to the right people. And he is very generous to those who help him. Come inside, let me introduce you.’

Dubey hesitated for several moments. He did not feel altogether safe in this part of town. But Mohammad had spoken with Dennison.

‘You are sure Dennison sahib asked you to speak with me?’

Mohammad looked at him impatiently and slipped one hand into his shirt pocket. He drew it out holding a slightly crumpled sheet of paper and handed it to Dubey. Dubey unfolded it. It bore a letterhead consisting only of Dennison’s name, beneath which someone had scribbled in English the words ‘Thanks for your help’ and the initials PJD, barely legible. Wordlessly, Dubey handed the paper back to Mohammad and followed him into the workshop.

There was a public area at the front, where carpets had been laid out for sale, some on a long bench, others hanging from the wall. Dubey could tell right away that they were not the very best work, but adequate. He admired one with dark red and gold tones, styled after a Persian model. He fingered it as he passed and admired its delicacy, wondering if he could afford it, even with a discount.

From behind a curtain came the voices of the weavers, chanting the talim, the coded instructions that laid down the patterns for each design.

‘Let’s go through,’ said Mohammad. ‘My brother’s inside.’

They passed through the curtain into a much larger room. Four upright looms took up almost all the available space. The weavers squatted in front of them on wooden boards, their hands moving rapidly as they knotted the pattern through the cords. Tuft of wool was laid upon tuft in strict and ordered sequence, generating birds and flowers and Arabic letters as if from nothing.

‘Nabil!’ Mohammad spoke the name softly, as though calling upon a spirit of the air to leave its realm and join him on the dusty floor. One of the weavers, a tall man dressed in black, got to his feet and came towards them. He reached out a hand and took Dubey’s firmly.

‘Mr Dubey. My brother has told me much about you. He says he has business with you. And then, perhaps, I can speak with you as well.’

Dubey nodded and smiled. He turned to Mohammad.

‘What did Mr Dennison ask you to speak with me about, Mohammad?’

‘Oh, very little really. A trifling thing. He said I was to ask about your report. He said you will have written it by now, and that you will be carrying it with you.’

‘What report is that?’

‘How should I know? I am only to ask about it. If it is finished. And if it is with you.’

‘I don’t think it’s Mr Dennison’s business to know about my report.’

‘That’s not for me to enquire. He paid me to ask. Is it in your bag?’

‘I only have some nan in here. My wife expects me home with it for dinner.’

‘Who do you buy your nan from?’

‘Jamshid Khosraupur. He bakes the best.’

‘I’m sure he would not mind if I took a look at his nan. I’ve heard it’s very good, as you say.’

Mohammad’s hand reached out for the bag. Dubey made to push him aside, but he felt his arm taken by Nabil.

‘My brother would like to look in your bag, Mr Dubey.’ Nabil looked hard at him. There was no warmth in the look. ‘I think it’s only polite to let him.’

The bag was pulled unceremoniously from Dubey’s hands, and opened. Mohammad lifted out the thin file containing the report.

‘This is very strange nan,’ he said. ‘Not very edible. Perhaps this Jamshid is not as clever a baker as I’d heard.’

Next to them, one of the weavers paused in his work and snickered at Mohammad’s lame joke. Nabil snapped at him, telling him to keep on weaving. Dubey took his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead. It felt uncomfortably hot in the karkhana.

‘Maybe this is your report,’ said Mohammad. ‘The one Mr Dennison would like to see.’

‘My report is confidential. Not even Mr Dennison is authorized to see it. If he wants to see, he must ask through proper channels.’

Mohammad shook his head languidly. Nabil had not let go of Dubey’s arm.

‘I am Mr Dennison’s proper channel. He has paid me to bring him this report. Paid me very well. Much more than you can pay me to leave it alone.’

Suddenly, Nabil twisted his arm behind his back, grabbed his other arm, and held them both pinned hard in that position.

‘Don’t be such fools,’ Dubey shouted. ‘You know who I am. There will be a full inquiry if I’m harmed.’

Mohammad took a long knife from an inside pocket. It looked very sharp, as if it had been honed and honed to a perfect edge. When it entered his stomach, Sunil Dubey hardly felt it. He watched it go in with a sense of wonder, and he watched Mohammad draw it upwards, then down again with renewed astonishment, as if it was all happening to another person. Then the pain began, and with it the most terrible nausea. He saw Mohammad’s face spin, slowly at first, then at sickening speed. There were words in the air, but he could not catch them. And snatches of an old song, shuddering through his head and out again towards the open sky. He tried to follow where they had gone, but something exploded in his head, and he was blind and deaf and spinning down a dark tunnel that had no end.
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