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Praise for The Righteous Spy

‘A tense, compelling thriller, The Righteous Spy combines the high drama of a spy story with a clear-eyed telling of the grubby compromises and betrayals that are the reality of agents’ lives. With vividly drawn characterisation and a gripping plot, I couldn’t put it down’ 

Harriet Tyce, author of Blood Orange

‘Le Carre meets Homeland – The Righteous Spy is a must read for fans of fast-paced and intelligent thrillers’ 

Leigh Russell, author of the million-copy selling DI Geraldine Steel series  

‘Intriguing and atmospheric. Merle Nygate is a writer to watch’ 

Charles Cumming, Sunday Times Bestselling author of Box 88

‘It is extremely well-plotted and full of suspense’

Arnold Taylor, Crime Review 

‘There is no black and white, just varying shades of grey, this is the twilight zone all good spy novels should reflect. Gripping and well-written, fans of a serious spy fiction will love this’

Paul Burke, NB Magazine 

‘Modern-day Len Deighton-style page turner’

Wayne Kelly, Joined Up Writing Podcast  

‘The ending – no spoilers! – is a tour de force. Merle Nygate is an exciting new voice in spy fiction’

Isabelle Grey, author of The Special Girls and Wrong Way Home  

‘Relentless – goes where le Carré fears to tread. Merle Nygate’s characters, their tradecraft and their dramas leap off the page in a spy tale that is as gripping as it is authentic’

Martin Fletcher, author of Promised Land  

‘Ambiguous, intricate and deliberately deceptive, The Righteous Spy should satisfy any true espionage enthusiast. It’s the literary equivalent of a painstaking jigsaw puzzle: one where you can’t see the true picture until the very last piece is in place’

Rowena Hoseason, Murder Mayhem and More 


To James


War is the continuation of politics by other means 

Carl von Clausewitz

This book was written and is about the political landscape before October 2023. It reflects perhaps the calm before the storm.  Espionage and politics are inextricably intertwined and if von Clausewitz’s adage seems overfamiliar, it is no less true for being so.

Whatever happens next in Kyiv, the Kremlin, Gaza, Washington and London, you can be sure that spies will be both competing and also talking with each other.


Part One

THE GATHERING


‘Gather to me my faithful ones, who made a covenant with me by sacrifice.’

—Hebrews 10:19-25 



Chapter 1

Eli Amiram, head of Mossad’s London station, stepped around the muck of discarded fast-food cartons and tried to be positive. Today was going to be a good day, he told himself despite all indications to the contrary. There was minor shit and major shit. The minor shit was spending the weekend moving apartments because of a security threat. The threat itself was negligible but the move was necessary – part of the job and as routine as checking under his car before driving. London was a level two security risk; it had history. In 1982 the Israeli ambassador had been shot in the head outside the Dorchester Hotel. After three months in a coma, he spent his remaining twenty years as a permanent patient. It was a tragic end for such a brilliant man. Then there was the car bomb in 1992 – no deaths, only casualties: the deaths had been in Buenos Aires where ninety-six Israelis died at the embassy, including people he knew.

So moving apartments when told to do so was part of the job; in other words, minor shit. Major shit was the news from back home that Eli had absorbed on his phone while brushing his teeth. The stupidity and short-sightedness of the government was breath-taking. Where was the intellect, the rationality, the problem-solving capability, the intelligence Jews were supposed to possess? Every session at the Knesset seemed to spiral into self-serving agendas that anyone with an average IQ could see was never going to solve anything. 

While Eli despaired at government policy he reminded himself, yet again, he was a civil servant, his job was to serve the people of his country. Governments come, governments go. Institutions and civil servants had a duty to stay at their posts, to keep the chaos from taking over. Today would be another day of trying to do his best. It wasn’t easy. Eli might tell himself it was going to be a good day, he could repeat it as much as he liked, he could even write it down over and over again, as his psychologist wife suggested, but it didn’t change the darkness in his mind. It didn’t change the recurring dream that he, Eli Amiram, the Office’s most accomplished spy-runner, the great brain, with all his education, experience, professionalism and integrity had screwed up so badly that an agent had been blown into unrecognisable body parts. Yes, everybody lost agents, it was part of the job, but this one had been special. The man who’d died wasn’t only an agent, he was also the closest Eli had ever had to a friend. A death that could have been avoided if Eli had seen the cracks in the operation that opened into a sinkhole.

By this time Eli had reached the crossing near the entrance to West Hampstead station. He tugged his black beanie over his bald head and fished into his pocket for a mask to loop around his ears. Covid lockdowns were now a distant memory, but some people still wore masks in public places: the old, the anxious, the immune-compromised and those who wanted to conceal their identities from London’s blanket CCTV coverage – in other words, people like him.   

Once inside the station Eli slid through the barriers and onto the platform where he took his place among the other early commuters. One of them caught his eye and Eli did a double-take. The man was tall, rangy, but seemed unsteady on his feet, perhaps still drunk from the night before. A messenger bag, army boots and hair thick with grease completed the dissolute look. It was bizarre; the drunk reminded Eli of Derek, or Red Cap as he was known, the agent who’d been blown to pieces. 

A rush of darkness came at Eli and he tried to push it away. He took a long breath through the mask and concentrated on his surroundings. Eli focused on the way that the rails crackled as the train approached, fellow commuters jostling their way into the carriage. He struggled to stay in the moment and edged into the train carriage, grabbing a handle as doors shut and the train pulled away. Eli closed his eyes, forced his breathing to slow and counted down from 200. He let the rattle and the hum flow around him and he started to feel better. He was being moved, hundreds of metres beneath the clay of the London bowl. He was on his way to his office with an interesting day ahead of him; it was going to be a good day. 

Calm restored, Eli opened his eyes and looked around the carriage. A metre or so away the drunk hadn’t managed to get a seat either. Close up, he wasn’t at all like Derek. This creature, this cut-price doppelganger had a tattoo on the back of his hand, a spider drafted in blue ink that looked as if it had been done after lights out. Another difference between the drunk and Derek was age; the drunk was younger, around thirty, with no trace of white in the bristle on his face.  

Perhaps because he was aware that he was being studied, the man looked up and their eyes met for a moment.

‘Masks,’ he said directing a glare at Eli. ‘Why are you wearing a fucking mask?’ 

Nobody said anything but there was a sense of alertness in the carriage, as if the other commuters had been jogged out of their own thoughts. Eli looked down and didn’t respond to the drunk’s question; they’d be at a station soon enough where he could jump out. The train rattled along.  

‘Don’tcha wanna know the truth?’ the man said. ‘It’s all a mass illusion, it’s about power, it’s the way the elites try to control us. Always was, none of it was ever to do with any fucking illness.’

Eli remained silent but this just seemed to fuel the man.

‘Heard of Bobby Kennedy? Eh? Well, his son wrote a book that explains everything. That’s right, Kennedy’s son telling it how it is. You want to read it?’

Nearby, a woman with the look of a prissy banker was trying to edge away from the unravelling scene, and the young man next to her was staring so hard at his phone he might have been turned to stone. Another woman, seated, probably a care worker going home after a night shift, examined the bottom of her bag, as if she could crawl inside it. Meanwhile, the drunk had reached into his bag and pulled out a hardback book. He waved it in the air, and Eli saw The Real Anthony Fauci on the cover. 

‘It’s all in here,’ the man said. ‘Y’see coercive vaccination is a CIA military objective, part of US strategy. Okay? You want to read this book. Chapter Eleven. Hyping Phony Epidemics. See – it’s all in there. There is no reason for you to wear a mask.’ The man stretched towards Eli as if he was going to remove his mask. Eli caught a whiff of body odour and tried to step back. 

‘No English,’ Eli said in his thickest parody of an accent. It was a mistake.

‘Foreigner, are you? Might have guessed. Where you from? Refugee, are you? On benefits? Enjoying yourself here, are you?’

The train slowed down into Swiss Cottage Station and Eli pushed past the drunk to the doors and onto the platform. He dodged down the platform and shimmied through oncoming commuters and up a flight of stairs. But when Eli snatched a look over his shoulder he saw that the wretched man had followed him, long legs picking up speed, still holding the damn book and was gaining on him. Eli spotted an exit to a passage and as he headed there he jostled past a young woman in a hijab coming towards him. 

‘I beg your pardon,’ Eli said instinctively. 

Behind him Eli heard the drunk and glanced over his shoulder. It was as if the drunk had unfurled bat-like wings and grown a metre. 

‘You DO speak English,’ he said. ‘And that’s another fucking foreigner in her fucked up Muslim get-up. Why don’t you bloody people just go home? Or go somewhere else? Why do you have to come here?’

The woman, wide eyes behind her specs, stood frozen in fear.

‘Come on, darlin’,’ the man said. ‘Let’s see what you’ve got under that scarf, eh?’

Eli glanced up and down the corridor and up above him. For that one split second there seemed to be no one around and no overhead camera. 

‘I don’t think…’ Eli trailed off and looked down at his own feet. It was a gesture of servility and drew the man away from the woman. 

‘You don’t think what?’ the man said.

‘I… um…’ Eli stammered and looked up to see the wolfish pleasure in the man’s face as he looked down at Eli. Before the drunk had the opportunity to enjoy it any further, Eli hooked his foot around the man’s ankle and yanked hard. The drunk lost balance and Eli followed through with a punch in the guts and then kneed him in the balls. 

Eli stood back.

It was like watching a building collapse; the drunk’s knees folded under him. After a glance to make sure there was still no one nearby, Eli pushed the drunk’s face down to the floor, hauled one arm behind him and for good measure put his full seventy-nine kilos onto one knee and slammed it down on the man’s spine just around the L3 lumbar vertebra. The man’s scream confirmed that he had hit the sweet spot. Then Eli shifted his knee to the right and, using his hand, located a rib through the fabric of the man’s thin jacket. Down went his knee again and he heard a satisfying crack, so pressed down once more for luck. 

Now Eli heard voices and steps; a straggle of commuters appeared, Eli jumped to his feet and went towards them.

‘Heart attack,’ Eli said. ‘Gotta get help.’

And he ran past them, but turned once to look over his shoulder at the woman in the hijab: there she stood, rooted to the spot over the body of the prone drunk who moaned with pain. 

Fifteen minutes later, Eli had changed trains, scuttled across platforms, climbed escalators and emerged like a mole, into the watery daylight of Bayswater. 

Only then, once he’d checked, checked again and triple-checked himself did he slow down and think about what he’d done and the fall-out. How likely was it that he’d been seen and followed? Less than five per cent, he reckoned. The beanie and his mask would counter most profiling and facial recognition systems and it wasn’t murder; the guy was alive. But what exactly had just happened? Eli had lost control and risked job and career to beat up an unknown drunk, for what? Because he talked about conspiracies, because he tried to bully Eli, because he taunted the woman? No, that wasn’t it. Eli knew exactly what it was and he was still angry. He could feel the weight of the emotion like a lump in his chest struggling to come out. 

It was because of Red Cap, the agent that the drunk looked like. There was only one way for Eli to control his fury and that was to channel the anger into work. 


Chapter 2 

By the time Eli had manoeuvred his way through embassy security and reached his office on the first floor, he had himself under control. He was almost sanguine. Of course he shouldn’t have beaten up the drunk – it was stupid, and dangerous. What would his old boss Yuval say? Yes, Eli could hear the ice-cold bollocking about his fitness to do the job, the need to not draw attention to himself and why it was a massive fuck-up so early in Eli’s tenure as head of London station – a posting, Yuval would be sure to point out, that he had fought hard to achieve for Eli.

If Eli were foolish enough to admit to Yuval that he’d lost it because the drunk looked like Red Cap, there would be no reprieve. Eli would be on the first flight back to Ben Gurion airport to find his exit pension and half a dozen mandatory sessions with the Office shrinks lined up. That was not going to happen. Eli might have been an idiot for beating up the drunk, but he wasn’t going to admit to it – to anyone. After all, he was a spy, a professional liar, it’s what he did. Also it was necessary to stay in his role as head of station, for his career, for the Mossad and for the country. 

The scent of the drunk’s sweat on his hands had been rinsed off in the men’s room and had now been replaced by the aroma of his first coffee of the day in the office. Cradling the glass in his hands, Eli leaned back in the leather-upholstered chair and felt it tilt. Behind Eli’s chair there was half a wall of dark panelling below an olive-green wall that sported three David Roberts prints of the Holy Land and a Nachume Miller painting in glorious colours. 

On appointment, each head of station got a budget to refurbish their office; it wasn’t just a perk, it was considered a way of establishing individual operational style. If Eli had wanted the desert command post vibe with collapsible furniture as favoured by Yuval, his old boss, he’d have done it. But Eli reckoned the spartan surroundings were an affectation, as artificial as Yuval’s predecessor Avigdor’s attempts to make his office look like a university seminar room where case officers debated Clausewitz on war. Old Avigdor and his philosophical pontification had its fans, especially when he quoted Mossad’s own David Kimche’s saying that espionage was a continuous education in human frailty, but Eli didn’t buy it. He didn’t rate Avigdor’s obsession with operational minutiae, the analysis and overthinking about every single agent contact in forensic detail almost to the point of paralysis. Eli thought it was time-wasting and there was too much emphasis on process and not product. 

Unpleasant though it was, Eli favoured the tobacco-fugged office of his own first head of station, Alon. There were piles of files on every surface which suggested to the uninformed, disorder; but Eli knew better. The mess was part of the dissimilitude; the subterfuge, the smoke and the mirrors of their craft, indeed, their art. Alon’s rats’ nest of an office hid a mind that worked faster and with more precision than anybody Eli had ever known. There was nothing nebulous about Alon. Nothing at all. But Alon, with his croaking laugh and ubiquitous cigarette, feigned disorder as a disarming tactic; he never showed who he really was, like the greatest of all spies.

Alon had the mind and style Eli aspired to; it was what you needed when you practised Krav Maga. You made yourself appear weak to get close to the enemy so you could strike once and strike hard. Just as Eli had done that very morning. It was the type of mind and style that Eli needed to hold his own within an organisation that was in a state of flux. Alon didn’t pontificate about human frailty, that was a given – his maxim was that in their world, what you see is not what you get.

Still thinking about Alon, Eli reached for the laptop on the desk and flipped open the lid. It was thirty minutes until the morning meeting and he wanted to be prepared. There was a tap on the door and it opened before Eli had the chance to respond. A head poked around the door topped with wiry, grey hair and beneath, a face with a smile on his lips as if the man was assured of a welcome. Eli tensed, he wasn’t fooled by the smile.

In his hand, the man carried a plastic tray with two glasses of coffee.

‘Boker Tov, Eli,’ Nathan said. ‘Good morning, how are you this fine morning?’

‘Come in, come in,’ Eli said. ‘Something urgent that couldn’t wait for the morning meeting in…’ Eli glanced at his watch, ‘twenty-seven minutes?’

‘First, I wanted to see if you’d already had your coffee.’

‘I have.’

‘And second,’ Nathan said, ‘I wanted five minutes to talk to you about an opportunity with a twofold benefit. This idea will support your cover as cultural attaché and also build our relationships with the British Jewish Community.’

Eli rubbed his bald head as if he could wipe away what he was hearing. 

‘What are you talking about, Nathan?’

Nathan was acting-deputy head of station. Acting because Eli had yet to confirm the appointment, acting because the other candidates were young Turks, either too inexperienced or too ambitious. So he was left with Nathan, who was a snake. Whatever one said about Nathan it was clear that he didn’t want Eli’s job, he just wanted to do what he considered to be God’s work to the best of his ability. That meant acting as a spy for the factions at head office who supported the right wing in the government. He made no secret of his political allegiance in an institution which was supposed to be impartial, and Eli had no choice, at least for the moment, but to keep him close. 

Nathan was short. Even shorter than Eli, with a scrappy beard and watery eyes. Formerly head of Tsfarim, the unit charged with looking after Jews in other countries, he was orthodox. Atop his grey hair he wore a kippah, that thankfully he took off when he was outside the building, but for Eli, it still jarred and reminded him – as if he needed reminding – that Nathan was not to be trusted, under any circumstances. He was the enemy within.

At the moment Nathan was perched on the edge of the armchair, smiling. 

Eli surveyed his deputy as he sipped at the fresh glass of coffee and felt the catch at the back of his throat. ‘What’s the fantastic opportunity? The Rothschild box at Covent Garden for the season, a private viewing at the Courtauld to see the King’s Collection?’

‘I have arranged for you to be the judge for an art competition,’ Nathan said. ‘It’s a nationwide school competition and the subject is Keep the Faith.’ 

‘Are you joking?’ Eli said. He couldn’t help himself. ‘No, you’re not, are you? Nathan, we need to be examining and rejigging the watchers’ procedures, dealing with the latest budgetary issues from back home, making sure the team have had all their health checks, and that’s before we do what we’re actually being paid to do, which, may I remind you, is gathering intelligence and liaising with other intelligence agencies. What, for God’s sake…’

Anger flicked across Nathan’s face and was quelled. ‘Is it the name of the competition that bothers you?’ he said.

‘Keep the Faith? Don’t be ridiculous.’ Eli wanted to make sure that what he was about to say would make it into Nathan’s report, so he spoke slowly. ‘What you are suggesting is not a good use of my time. I’ll see you at the morning meeting.’

Eli didn’t see Nathan leave the office, he just heard the door click shut. However much he would like to fire Nathan, it wasn’t possible until he had a replacement lined up. Until then Eli would have to manage him and keep him out of as many operations as possible.

On the way to the meeting Eli bumped into Sara who was head of the Visa Section. An attractive red-head, he always got a slightly odd vibe off her, unsure whether she hated him or was hot for him. Either way, it didn’t matter. They’d had some history when his agent, Red Cap, had trashed the visa section before going on a drunken spree, giving Sara the opportunity to bleat about how the Office took too much for granted, letting their agents run crazy, but that was par for the course. Most of the embassy regular staff hated the Mossad operatives and thought that they, the diplomatic corps, were the only people doing proper jobs. 

Sara asked how the move had gone, if Gal was settling into their new apartment and said that they must come over for dinner some time – Eli said all that was appropriate before he went on his way, laptop tucked under his arm.

He was just making his way along the third-floor corridor towards their dedicated meeting room when there was another unwelcome sight coming towards him: the deputy ambassador. Eli tightened his grip around the laptop and nodded at the man. 

‘I’m pleased I’ve tracked you down,’ he said to Eli. Yossi, the deputy ambassador, was another one of those embassy staff who loathed Mossad operatives. 

Eli stopped. Despite his precautions after he beat up the oaf on the train, had he been spotted? And followed? London was dense with CCTV and if he had been tracked all the way to the embassy it would be hard to lie his way out of being responsible. 

‘What’s up?’ Eli said while assessing Yossi’s body language and expression. In a sombre suit, conservative tie and discreetly striped shirt, he looked like an accountant. If he could, he would destroy Eli and enjoy it. 

‘We have a situation. The ambassador wants it acted on with immediate effect.’

Eli responded with a passable attempt at unconcern. ‘Do you want to give me the headline now, or may I come to see you after my morning meeting?’

‘As soon as you can, Eli. The ambassador feels this has the potential to be problematic and she wants to get ahead of the curve.’

‘I see.’ Eli kept his expression neutral yet interested, all the while scanning Yossi’s face, trying to read him. It’s what Eli did when he worked agents; it’s what he taught the rookie recruits. 

Eli widened his eyes and leaned forward, a signal for Yossi to speak. He did. 

‘There’s been an incident with one of our nationals.’

‘One of our nationals?’ Eli said to gain time. Could that drunken oaf actually have been an Israeli national? He couldn’t be that unlucky. 

‘Yes, one of our nationals. We’ve just received notification from the UK police. A stabbing outside a nightclub.’ Yossi was holding out a folded piece of paper.

A rush of relief flooded over Eli. He even smiled at Yossi.

‘Is that the information?’ 

‘Yes.’

Eli plucked the paper from Yossi’s hands and walked off with it, talking over his shoulder. ‘This will be priority at the meeting, you can rely on us, Yossi.’


Chapter 3

Five people were already seated around the meeting room table in the safe room when Eli came in bang on the dot of 8 o’clock.   But only five and not six. One was missing. Despite a superficially relaxed style with his team, Eli insisted on punctuality and Urit, the missing analyst, had made the mistake of being late a second time. 

The door to the room opened and Urit appeared. She was flushed and no doubt had been running, but in clogs and red socks it was no surprise that she hadn’t been able to pick up speed. 

Eli decided to talk to her later; humiliating her in front of the unit would not help them to become a cohesive team and, at the moment, that was his goal. This was his unit, a group of individuals that he wanted to mould into the most effective team in the organisation, a team that worked together without in-fighting or politics, applied peer review to each other’s operations and approached the problems of gathering intelligence in an intellectual manner, ruled by neither cant nor sentiment, and not dictated by political hysteria. His unit would rise above it all and with its success would come another step upwards in his career which would lead to the chance to making a positive difference. It was a big ask. 

As he glanced around the sparse room, the monitors, pale walls and a grey-tiled floor that lent a monastic austerity to the space, Eli considered his goal. Though he was acknowledged as one of the most accomplished spy-runners in the history of the organisation, management and internal politics had never been his forte. It should have been, but Eli was aware that he wasn’t popular; he hadn’t been in the right army unit and his background and interests and politics didn’t chime with many of his contemporaries, whether it was the cowboys, the hawks, or the ultra-religious crazies. 

In Eli’s view, the first step to bed in the unit and create cohesion was to insist on punctuality. He looked at Urit, at the end of the table with her fringe poking out of a printed bandana, a statistical mathematician who looked like a fashion influencer. Before appointing her, Eli had read her entire thesis on nonparametric statistics; most of it was beyond him, but he’d grasped enough to understand that her field made fewer assumptions; to Eli this seemed the perfect counterbalance for humint – human intelligence – where assumptions were their main currency. No matter how skilled she was, if she didn’t turn up on time, he’d have to replace her. That conversation would come later. For now it was showtime.

‘Right, people.’ Eli hauled back the upholstered chair at the head of the table and lay down his laptop on the surface before he sat down. ‘This is Niorah’s last day before she joins those bastards in Paris. Let’s make sure we work her hard, before we lose her.’

Niorah sat to Eli’s right, a strong-jawed young woman with masses of dark hair pulled back into a scrunchie. Eli had offered her the deputy job in London and been disappointed when she’d said she’d be in a stronger position to be head of station if she had a foreign posting in a second country – and she was right.

‘Paris isn’t so far,’ she said. 

‘It’s far enough,’ Eli said. ‘But congratulations, Niorah. They’re lucky to be getting you and they know it.’

There were grunts of agreement around the table. Eli tapped with his hand for order. ‘Right, let’s get started. Segev. What’s going on with your targets?’

Segev was head watcher and in charge of a lot of the tech, including the tech truck. His active service in the organisation started as a plumber, a specialist in illegal entry, and Segev was highly skilled. He was also calm and clear-headed under operational fire. At no more than twenty-five, every single thing the kid attempted was carried out with the same cool preparation, dedication and expertise so Eli had fought to get the kid this promotion at such a young age because he didn’t want to lose him. Segev made up for the deadweights that Eli had either inherited or been bullied into giving house-room in exchange for the people he did want. Another reason for Eli to hate internal politics, but Segev was a prize worth making sacrifices for. 

At Eli’s question, Segev looked up from his phone and in a soft and serious voice described a requisitions clerk at the Iranian Embassy he’d been following for the last week. 

‘His car’s a shithole,’ Segev said. ‘There’s junk everywhere, unpaid bills, circulars, clothes, empty pizza boxes, but he doesn’t live in the car, it just looks like it. And when he’s not eating takeout in his car, he goes to pubs four or five times a week, always places that aren’t near their embassy.’

‘Interesting,’ Eli said. ‘So, what do you think’s going on with him? Is he drinking, cheating on his wife? Meeting some other agency? It wouldn’t be the first time we were going after the same target as the Brits or the Americans. Everybody wants a finger in the Iranian pie.’

‘No. He is always alone,’ Segev said. ‘But he goes to particular pubs, the ones where he can play games, slot machines, you put the money in and you pull a lever. It’s a game.’

‘That’s no game, it’s gambling,’ Eli said. ‘And in terms of recruiting him, that’s a slam-dunk; if he’s doing it four or five times a week, he’ll be losing money, a lot of money, more than he’s making and he’ll be in debt. Who wants—’ 

‘I’ll do it,’ Adam said before Eli could finish asking the question. 

The young man was keen, maybe too keen, given his limited field experience.

London was Adam’s first posting. Canadian by birth from the suburbs of Toronto, Eli had met him only once at the board for the appointment and had grabbed him before anyone else did. He hadn’t shone in the interview, but Eli reckoned he would be invaluable in operations with sophisticated targets such as senior diplomats who could spot a fake Canadian. Authentic nationals among the recruits were becoming a rarity, but they were gold. Despite his value, it was too early to let Adam lead his own operation, even an easy one. And Eli had a better home for this particular target.

‘Thank you, Adam,’ Eli said. ‘Appreciated, but I think Nathan and Lev would be a good fit for this one.’ 

Eli knew Lev wouldn’t volunteer; he never did. He never volunteered for anything, he was one of the deadweights in his unit, but if Nathan and Lev couldn’t recruit a target with a gambling problem then they really shouldn’t be taking up office space, with or without Lev’s Arabic skills and Nathan’s direct line to the Almighty. Giving them an easy target was also a way of keeping Nathan busy and off his case. The busier Nathan was, the less time he would have for spreading discord and feeding back information to his clique back home. 

‘So you two work it out with Segev,’ Eli said. ‘Decide if you want any more operational information before you make the contact and then go ahead. You’re both experienced and don’t need anyone else breathing over your shoulder. Just try to keep it cheap. This one doesn’t need to cost a fortune.’

Lev had his usual close-lipped smug smile; the man was ex-Shabak, the internal intelligence unit, and had earned his place on the London team because he could pass himself off as Syrian to another Syrian, which took some doing. By his side, Nathan nodded and then scribbled notes on his pad. 

Eli turned back to Adam. He’d had his first meeting with an established agent, taking him over from another case officer who’d finished his term.

‘Adam, how are you getting on with…’ Eli consulted his laptop, ‘Ice Skater?’ 

Ice Skater was a Syrian army doctor, who’d been supplying product for ten years or so and had worked with a number of different handlers. The doctor didn’t have a big job but in his position he was aware of requisition orders for more wound kits or PPE or redeployment of personnel and his product was always grade A – in other words, reliable. If Mossad didn’t use the information themselves, there was always the opportunity to trade it to some other interested party. After ten years, Eli reckoned the doctor probably knew what was going on, but for the sake of appearances they continued to keep up the pretence that the doctor was helping an international marketing research company. He was a perfect agent for a case officer on his first term.

‘He’s good,’ Adam said. ‘Yeah, seemed pretty relaxed about the changeover and happy to go along with the idea that I’m yet another marketing expert from the company. However, Ice Skater wants more money, a lot more money. Like about fifty per cent more than he’s getting for his monthly retainer plus bonuses on special product.’

‘Is he trying it on because you’re the new face?’ Eli said.

Adam leaned forward and nodded. ‘Yes, yes, I thought that might be the case so I told him that we’d been hit by the global downturn in the economy and were having to cut back on our budgets, but I said I’d let him know when I heard back from head office.’ 

Adam looked worried and leaned even further forward across the table towards Eli. His brow was furrowed. ‘Thing is, I wasn’t sure just how far to push it.’

‘You did right. Now, what do you think would work best?’ Eli looked around the room. ‘Anybody? Pitch in.’

‘Offer him five per cent,’ Niorah said. ‘Say that’s to take into account inflation but then he’ll get double bonuses for special product.’ 

‘What’s the quality of the product been lately, Urit?’ Eli asked the analyst. ‘Any fall-off in grade?’

Urit consulted her laptop and reeled off some statistics and the discussion flowed around the room for a few minutes until Eli gathered in the views like a croupier scooping up chips from a green baize cloth and said, ‘Okay. So, Adam, you tell him that the offer from head office is either a smaller retainer but bigger bonuses, or he can go back to the situation he was in before and we’ll review in six months. I think your instinct is right, Adam. He’s trying it on because you’re a new face and even if the pound is low, we can’t go crazy for a mid-ranking agent.’ 

Everyone seemed satisfied with the solution and the discussion moved on to Lev’s agent who was looking for promotion within the Qatari Embassy and wanted help by discrediting his rival for the position. They tossed it around for a while and then Eli pushed it back onto Lev’s plate and suggested he come up with a plan with Nathan. Why not? The busier Nathan was the better, and again, this was an operation without huge risks. 

‘Okay,’ Eli said, glancing at his watch. ‘Time’s nearly up, there’s housekeeping before we finish up. I’ve had an email from the embassy doctor, Menachem; everybody needs to have their vaccination status fully up to date. Also, he’s initiated six-monthly blood tests so everyone is in tip-top condition. Apparently he’s got the ear of the new ambassador on health maintenance. And speaking of having the ear of the ambassador…’ Eli opened the folded sheet of paper he’d taken from Yossi and scanned it.

As he read and re-read, Eli massaged his eyebrows with index finger and thumb. 

‘So, here we have a message from the respected deputy ambassador, a man that Adam probably hasn’t yet had the pleasure of meeting. He gave me this note when I was on the way here. Apparently, the ambassador wants it acted on.’

Eli held the piece of paper between thumb and finger. ‘It seems that an Israeli tourist, a boy, was stabbed last night outside a nightclub in Shoreditch. He ended up in A and E and, luckily for him, the wound was superficial and he has since been discharged.’

‘Thank God he’s okay,’ Nathan said. ‘This is a disaster.’

‘Is it?’ Eli said. ‘I mean, yes, it’s bad that people get attacked, but shouldn’t this be a police matter? What exactly does the ambassador and Yossi expect us to do? More importantly, how would the attacker have known the victim was an Israeli? Or even a Jew? I presume he wasn’t outside a nightclub wearing a prayer shawl.’

‘Someone might have heard him speaking Hebrew,’ Nathan said in an angry tone.

‘I’m not convinced,’ Eli said. ‘And it’s premature to set up an expensive operation when it may well be a young man in the wrong place at the wrong time – if that’s what you were about to suggest, Nathan.’

‘You don’t understand, Eli,’ Nathan said. He was holding his hands in a prayer position and his eyes were intense. ‘This is exactly the sort of situation where we need to use our resources to help the local police, bring these criminals to justice and support the local Jewish population. We need to let them know that they can rely on us and the arm of vengeance—’

Eli frowned, held up his hand to silence Nathan. ‘A minute, Nathan. Anybody else have thoughts on this?’

‘Is it random? Which club?’ Urit said. ‘Some of those places have a bad reputation for drugging kids who go there. Fights, stabbings. They don’t have security outside clubs for nothing.’

Nathan’s face got redder by the second and he was twitching with anger; it was a demand to speak. Eli nodded at him; better to let the steam come off the pressure cooker than see him explode. 

‘You have to understand, Eli, this is how it starts, a random stabbing of a single Israeli, then another, then more anti-Semitic attacks and the Jewish population feel threatened. We can’t stand by and do nothing. This is what we saw when I was with Tsafirim, it starts small and then before you know it…’

‘Urit,’ Eli said, ‘do you have a figure for how many stabbings there are in the UK year on year? And how many of them are targeted at either Jews or Israelis? And then if you feel like it you can work out the ratio to the general population and geographical locations.’

Urit started to tap away at the keyboard, her focus intense, but before she’d finished Eli decided to establish his authority and nip Nathan’s rant in the bud. 

‘Actually, don’t bother, Urit, your time can be better used.’

She nodded, stopped, like the good soldier she was. 

Eli put his elbows on the table, leaned forward and propped up his chin. It was a casual and conversational body position that was supposed to show no threat, just authority. ‘Nathan, I respect your concern and your previous experience as head of Tsafirim but one,’ he held up his finger for emphasis, ‘it’s a random attack outside a nightclub. Somebody was probably trying to rob the kid – it happens in a city like London. It happens in a city like Tel Aviv. Okay? And two,’ the second finger went up, ‘this is not a job for the Mossad. We operate at a higher level. We gather intelligence for our customers but beyond that, at the heart, at the very core of what we do is our job; no, it’s more than a job, it’s our mission to operate in the geopolitical theatre. Do you understand? Now more than ever, because we’re brokering back-channel agreements between the Americans and the Russians that has immense global implications. In other words, we’re not here to police drunken brawls.’

Nathan was furious. Eli could see it in his face; so be it. Eli glanced at his watch and went on. ‘It is my decision as head of station that this isn’t a job for us. And if that doesn’t work for you, you’re off the team.’


Chapter 4

It took just ninety minutes for Eli to leave the embassy and get to his meeting in Dulwich Park and knowing he’d completed the journey that fast while sticking to the protocols was satisfying. He’d made four public transport changes between the embassy in Kensington, followed by a motorbike pick-up on a shabby side road by Streatham Common. Finally, Eli was dropped at the park gates where he dismounted and ambled through the park, striving to look like a man whose only intent was to enjoy the wintry air and open vistas. Along the way he made two further checks. First, he knelt down to tie up the laces of his trainers, an opportunity to glance around and see if anyone else changed pace. Fifty metres or so further along he stopped again, this time to read a notice pinned to a tree. A picture showed a small, shaggy dog which was missing and there was a reward for information leading to its discovery. The notice was tattered, saturated by rain, and who knows where the dog was now. The image reminded Eli of his grandfather’s dog, Zeppo, a mutt rescued from the street, sick and flea-bitten who after recovery sat at his grandfather’s feet and followed him from room to room; never for a moment did the dog let his benefactor out of his sight. There’d been no dog for Eli as he grew up: they’d moved from country to country because of his father’s job. It was a regret. 

A dog would have been good cover at a meeting like today’s because people tended to notice the dog and not the person. Maybe they should get one. Bring it into the office as an operational requirement and watch the likes of Yossi get angry seeing a dog at Eli’s heels. Maybe not. If he was going to hold on to his job he didn’t need to chuck any more oil on the fire.

Yossi could be handled with some visible respect for his elevated position. He was motivated by ego. Nathan was a much harder prospect because you couldn’t rationalise with him. He believed that being a Mossad case officer was doing God’s work. To Eli it was like a child who had an imaginary friend telling him what to do and how to do it, but in this case there was a bunch of other people with the same imaginary friend. Unconsciously, Eli shook his head at the thought. How was it possible that these people had so much power, people who wanted to go back to pre-Renaissance beliefs where religious leaders held power over the uneducated? Eli’s determination to stay in his post and climb further up the career ladder was not for the glory, the money, nor even for the pleasure of using his skills. He had to try to bring pragmatism, rationality and honour into the organisation; it was the only way the country had any hope of surviving.

Eli glanced to his right and saw a young man striding along a parallel path seventy-five metres away. He was one of theirs. For a final layer of security Eli was being shadowed and two more watchers had been assigned to this meeting. Was it overkill? It had certainly bitten a lump out of his budget, but it was in a good cause; this was a sensitive contact and Eli needed to be clean. 

The destination was a café in the middle of the park. Inside, windows streamed with condensation and most of the tables were full. Eli eyed a corner table where a young man with a mass of curly hair sat, appearing to linger over his drink. He was there to secure the only position in the café where you had a 180-degree view, could see both entrance and exit behind the service counter yet have your back to a wall. Eli nodded at the guy and got an answering look; he didn’t yet know this one’s name but it looked like Segev was building a decent team. 

At the service counter Eli ordered. ‘Americano, and cold milk on the side.’ He was careful to make his accent south of England. It wasn’t hard, he had an ear for languages and had had the education to support it.

He carried his tray to the table and for form’s sake asked the watcher if there was space. To any onlooker, the interaction looked normal; the café was crowded, with few places to sit. It was noisy; sound bounced off both glass windows and the wooden floor, while a hissing coffee machine competed with scraping chairs and clattering cutlery. It was a perfect location. Even the most sophisticated recording equipment would struggle to isolate conversation, but, just in case, Eli had tech to help. From his inside pocket he took out a work phone and placed it on the table. The phone lit up. It was complete with screen apps and an image of a fictive family, appropriate for a man of his age, but the device wasn’t just a phone, it also contained a sound buffer. It scrambled sound and overlaid it with white noise. 

After five minutes a tall man pushed open the door. He was on his own but no doubt he had his own people nearby. Nicolai Petrovich, the Russian Rezident and Eli’s opposite number, moved to the counter and ordered his drink. Then he threaded his way through the other tables in the café and stood over Eli. 

‘Anybody sitting here?’ Nicolai said with the accent of an educated polyglot. 

‘I’m just going.’ The watcher stood up and left the two senior spies alone in the crowded café.

Nicolai sat down in the vacant seat and from the inside pocket of his jacket took out his own sound buffer. Eli noted that it was different from the one he’d used the last time they’d met. Maybe the Russians were managing to tool up. 

The Russian Rezident had wide cheekbones and thick hair brushed back from his forehead, only a touch of grey at his temples. Usually he carried himself with the air of a man at ease with himself; today was different – he looked tired. 

Nicolai had been in post for six months and this was the third time that Eli had met him. Their first meeting had been public, a reception at the Mexican Embassy, a country with strong links to both Russia and Israel, and one of the few countries that had not instigated sanctions after the invasion of Ukraine. 

The George Street Embassy was neutral ground and the two senior spies were able to publicly make contact. Once they’d connected amid the clatter of clinking glasses, they set up further meetings in discreet locations where, concealed from public view, they got down to the business of seeing what they could get in terms of trading product and also if there might be a recruitment opportunity. That they were both aware what they were doing gave Eli the sense of playing chess with an equal.

‘How’s everything?’ Eli said.

‘It’s been better,’ Nicolai said. 

Eli noticed shadows under the Russian’s eyes. ‘Is it work or…’ He knew the Russian had a wife and young children, maybe there were domestic issues. Family had a way of bringing worry and levelling out the politics. But Eli was wrong.

‘We go on with our jobs and attempt to keep everything on track,’ Nicolai said. ‘But there’s been some unexpected upheaval within the government.’

Eli sat up a little straighter. This was not only blunt, it was the first time Nicolai had strayed from the Kremlin script that everything was under control at all times. 

Eli kept his voice neutral, he needed to draw out the man opposite. ‘We’re similarly afflicted. These are strange times.’

Nicolai nodded. ‘They are indeed.’ 

The Russian surveyed Eli for a few moments and then he leaned across the table. ‘Let me get straight to the point, Eli. If you like, we’ll call it the Israeli way.’

‘Please do.’ 

‘Our people want you to broker a meeting with both the British and the Americans.’

Eli was thoughtful. What exactly did Nicolai mean by ‘our people’? Did he mean Putin himself, or did he mean Nicolai’s own clique within the intelligence services? Eli took a mouthful of coffee to play for time while he weighed up the notion. This was either a genuine approach from Putin trying to resurrect his relationship with the west as a bulwark against his domestic problems. Or it was a clique within the FSB reaching out in preparation for regime change – equally possible. A third hypothesis swirled around Eli’s mind; could this be the anticipated FSB attempt to recruit him? 

Although Israel had not joined the many international partners in placing sanctions against Russia after they invaded Ukraine, they had spoken out against Russia and described the war as a violation; this criticism, according to their intelligence, hadn’t gone down at all well in the Kremlin. Criticism was betrayal and betrayal was unforgivable. 

Still thinking hard, Eli said, ‘To be direct, the Israeli way, if you want to put it like that, I understood we were not on the list of good friends to your government.’

‘Correct,’ Nicolai said. ‘More was expected from you. A lot more, not least because you of all people should understand us and our culture. After all, how many former Russians are now serving in your Knesset?’

‘No idea.’ 

‘How about the percentage of Russian speakers in Israel currently?’

Eli knew it was fifteen per cent, he knew Russian was heard everywhere, and public service notices now included Russian, but he just smiled. Maybe this wasn’t a recruitment attempt. Could this be a threat? A suggestion that with so many Russian speakers Putin had some sort of hold on Israel in the way he had manufactured a claim on Donetsk?

Eli shrugged, as if unconcerned. ‘I’m not sure how easy it would be for us to get you that meeting. Our own relationship with the US is going through an unstable phase.’

‘Of course, we’re aware of that,’ Nicolai said. He flicked his hand as if tossing away the obvious. ‘Let me continue to be direct. You’re second choice to broker this meeting. The plan was to do it through Kemal at the MGK in Turkey, but it’s become too complicated. Don’t get me wrong, Kemal is a good man but when you’re dealing with a personality-led autocracy there are…’ he hesitated and glanced at the sound buffer and then back at Eli, ‘considerations.’

‘Understood,’ Eli said, not understanding but squirrelling away the snippet that Turkey’s MGK might be in conflict with Erdoğan. ‘For the moment, at least, we’re a functioning democracy.’

If this request was genuine and not a trap, and Eli was beginning to feel that it was real, there were huge and positive implications for Israel. ‘Are you going to Munich?’ he said. ‘It might be possible to arrange a side meeting with the Brits and the Americans.’

‘Impossible,’ Nicolai said. ‘Not even as off-location observers.’ 

Munich was the location of the annual international security conference, and it was a unique opportunity for dialogue in a way that Davos and the UN never would be.  

‘A pity.’ Eli sipped at his coffee. ‘Leave it with me, Nicolai. I’ll try to organise something.’ 

Nicolai tapped at his own espresso cup. ‘Thanks. Another one of these, Eli?’

‘No, no, I’ll just have some water, thanks.’

Nicolai went back to the bar where the hiss and the hubbub of the coffee machine surrounded him. While Nicolai was preoccupied, Eli picked up his sound buffer and used the camera function on it to take a picture of Nicolai’s sound buffer. He doubted much information could be gained from an image, but one never knew. 

Nicolai returned and placed two bottles on the table. He twisted the cap on one and drank before looking at Eli who had the sense that there was something else on Nicolai’s agenda, beyond establishing backdoor channels. It was an underlying tension in the Russian. Eli sat quietly and was rewarded. 

Nicolai put his empty water bottle on the table and leaned towards Eli. ‘What I’m going to ask you is likely to be harder than getting a meeting, but I want to assure you, Eli, that it would serve all of our long-term interests.’

‘Go on,’ Eli said. Was this the trap? Was this what Nicolai had been warming him up for? Arranging the backdoor meeting was the overture, testing his cooperation, now for the pitch. 

Nicolai looked at his hands. ‘If we have any hope of ending the war and restoring order, which is to everyone’s benefit, we need to re-arm and, most of all, we need high-quality drones.’

‘We can’t supply you,’ Eli said. ‘You know that. Our international standing is complex enough as it is. It’s impossible. And you’re getting them from Iran, anyway.’

‘Not in enough quantities and they’re not good quality. I’m told there is no precision in the operational controls; they’re just turning them out because we’re paying and because we’re not in a position to throw them back at them.’ He looked up before he went on. ‘That’s what I’ve been told.’

He seemed genuine, Eli thought. ‘Let me pose you a hypothetical question. Just supposing a situation arose where we could supply you. Why would we do that?’

There was silence at the table. 

‘Can you supply us?’ Nicolai said.

‘America would finish with us if it came out, and whatever anybody likes to think, we’re dependent on them.’

‘Does it have to come out? You’re head of London station, you have the power to set up your own operations. You may want to retire in the not too distant future, the way things are—’

‘Are you trying to recruit me?’ Eli interrupted and started to get up from the table. 

Nicolai held out an arm. ‘No, no, I’m sorry I said that. Forgive me. I’m under pressure and I wasn’t thinking. I know you’re an honourable man. Eli, I’m appealing to you to take a step back and look at the big picture. We need to maintain stability until such time there are organised alternatives to the current regime. Do you understand? We can’t have a repeat of what happened in 1991; it would be bad for everyone and I don’t just mean Russia.’

‘You have a point.’ Could he trust him? If the situation were reversed, he would be doing exactly what Nicolai was doing; tailoring the pitch to suit the target. 

Eli stood up. ‘Let’s talk after Munich,’ he said and, picking up his sound buffer, turned towards the door.

Ever since he’d got back from the meeting, Eli had hunkered down in his office, ruminating. There had to be a way of using the Russian’s urgent need for drones to their advantage; this was an opportunity too good to waste. At the periphery of Eli’s consciousness there was an idea that was so shrouded as to be almost unrecognisable. It stemmed from the circumstance that they had an agent in place in a UK drone facility. She’d been there for twenty-odd years, and Eli had spent the last two hours looking at her file.

Too good to waste, Eli muttered to himself, and wished above all things that he had a decent deputy with whom to throw around some ideas and come up with a plan. Once again, Eli re-read the agent’s profile to see if anything came to him. She was a systems engineer and mechatronics expert. That was interesting in itself. It meant she had the skill set to flip between the different engineering disciplines in automated manufacturing. Eli scrolled through the sub-documents and saw that her roots were in North India and she was a second generation Brit in her late forties. Again, interesting and also unusual, but it didn’t help him grasp the idea. He scrolled through her files and found the psychiatrist’s report that had been written when she was recruited. Nothing much there. As a teen she’d shocked her immigrant parents by announcing that she wanted to join the British army. It was an act of rebellion at the prospect of, if not an arranged marriage, certainly one that was endorsed by the South East Asian community. With her science skills, a career in medicine would have delighted her family but the young woman had been determined to choose her own path and studied electrical engineering, specialising in mechatronics. The British Army picked her up and put her on a fast-track programme where she worked in communications.

Eli started to read the transcript of the shrink’s interview with the agent. Despite his years in the Office, there were still times when he was uncomfortable with the prurient details of an agent’s life. This was one such occasion, but he read on. Besides the random racism the young woman experienced throughout her service, one summer Saturday night she was attacked and sexually assaulted by squaddies in Aldershot. If that wasn’t bad enough, the way the assault had been handled shattered her faith in the British institution and she opted out with a medical discharge. According to the interview transcript, she’d cried uncontrollably when she talked about what happened. 

Despite the experience, the young woman was too proud to admit to her family that they’d been right, that her life would only work if she followed family tramlines. She was angry with her family for over-protecting her and she was angry with the UK for not protecting her enough, so as a recruitment prospect she was low-hanging fruit. The stress and anxiety of the assault had also resulted in her developing phobic symptoms, making her too scared to go out unaccompanied. 

Six months after her medical discharge she forced herself to go to a university reunion event, occasions that were routinely monitored by the Office who gathered product about potential recruits from friendly academics. In a room crowded with young people in the early stages of their careers, the young woman lasted ten minutes before having a panic attack and running out of the reception room in tears. Not long after the incident, she met Yuval, who was himself in the early stages of his own career. According to the recruitment records, Yuval had sold the woman on the idea that by working against the UK she would be avenged for what had happened to her. That was the personal angle. And he’d followed it up with a dash of ideology by assuring the agent that Israel was a country working against Pakistan – no further encouragement was needed since her family had been displaced during the 1947 partition. 

The agent had the necessary clearance to work in the arms industry and within a short period of time she was working her way up the career ladder to the place she was now, chief scientist in a drone facility. Eli stood up and walked towards the bookshelves. Was he wasting his time? Nothing he’d read in the personnel folder about the agent got him any closer to identifying an idea that might lead to an operation connecting the drone facility with Russia to their benefit. Maybe he didn’t have the flexibility of mind that Yuval had, maybe all he was good for was recruiting and spy-running, and the audacious schemes that Yuval came up with were beyond him.

When the idea came to Eli it was simple, obvious and even elegant. The British drone facility was supplying Ukraine. What if they supplied the Russians with a consignment that looked as if it came from the British drone facility but actually contained a cyber poison pill? Data from it could be harvested and discreetly fed to the Ukrainians via the Americans. Everyone would be happy. Relations with the USA would be enhanced and the Russians would think they had bested the west. 

‘It works,’ he said aloud and sat back down at his desk. What’s more, if the drones survived and were upcycled to Syria, then the poison pill would still be in place. 

Eli opened his contact report and started to peck away at the keys. He was halfway through a paragraph when he stopped. This was good. This was so good that he didn’t want to bury it in a contact report. He would save the idea for when he got to Munich, where he could be sure that the operation was identified as his.


Chapter 5

Thirty minutes later Eli slid his key into the oak front door of the apartment and let himself in. He could smell food and he figured that Gal had made a goulash. 

‘Gal,’ he called out as he manoeuvred his way around a stack of folded boxes in the space near the front door. ‘Anybody home?’

‘I’m in here,’ a voice said.

‘Where’s here?’ Eli walked down the darkening hall to the kitchen. A range cooker sat in the space where once there’d been a fireplace in the mansion apartment and, yes, a pot was simmering, the source of the scent. On the walls of the kitchen there were storm-cloud-grey kitchen units above a wide Butler sink and dark wood worktops; the whole gave the room a sense of solidity and tradition. Each room had the same vibe. It was built to last.

‘You’ve done a helluva job in the kitchen,’ Eli called out to the empty space. All the surfaces were clear and there was no sign of the chaos that he’d left in the morning. Eli poked his head into the sitting room and saw all was in order there as well, even to the extreme of flowers in a vase on the glass coffee table. Finally, Eli found his wife up a ladder in the spare room which was also going to double as her office. She was organising books on the shelves in an alcove. ‘I can’t believe what you’ve managed to get done today.’

‘I had help.’ Gal smiled down at him from three steps up. ‘Sara came by on her way home and helped me arrange some things.’

‘Did she get the hammer out?’ Eli was looking at several artfully arranged pictures on the orange-painted wall above Gal’s desk. ‘I saw her this morning; I didn’t realise she was so talented. Why didn’t she stay and eat with us?’

Gal climbed down the stepladder. ‘Call from the boyfriend this evening. You know, the one who’s going to leave his wife when the grandchildren go to university. That’s probably why she’s so handy with the hammer – he’s never around when she needs him.’

Gal came up to Eli and kissed him. ‘How was your day?’ 

‘Yeah, usual crap.’ Eli said nothing substantive; it was a rule within their relationship. By the same token she rarely talked about the details of her work as a paediatric psychologist; she might discuss a particular paper she was working on in her field of PTSD or indeed some of the new therapies that were being developed, but she never talked to him about the nightmares, the trauma and the suffering of damaged children. They tried to keep the darkness of their work out of the home.

‘You hungry?’ Gal said. ‘I want to talk to you about something.’ 

Ten minutes later they were sitting across from each other at the kitchen table. 

‘What’s up?’ Eli looked into her wide, dark eyes. A few strands of dark hair framed her face and caressed her hoop earrings. Yes, she may have had some lines around her eyes, but there was a light in them. 

‘Okay…’ she said. The rest of the sentence came out in a rush. ‘I can’t do this any more.’

‘Do what?’

She waved her hand in the direction of the pot simmering on the stove. ‘Just cook, do the house, work out, go shopping, go to galleries, organise outings with the other wives. That’s not enough and before you say anything, Eli, I don’t want some stupid little job at the embassy like Urit’s mother-in-law. You know, part-time working in the visa section before she picks up their kids from school and makes them supper.’

‘What are you saying? You’re writing a paper, aren’t you? I thought you were writing a paper about new therapies for children with PTSD.’ 

‘I am, but it’s not enough. For one thing, my paper will have no significant authority unless I’m actually practising – which I’m not at the moment – and I won’t be until you finish your term. What’s more, if you get another posting, well, then that’s that. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘But you know you can’t work unless it’s somewhere that’s approved because of security. Maybe the Jewish Agency or some Jewish fundraising, but I don’t see how if you do that you can work with children.’

‘Sara had an idea.’

‘Oh yeah.’ He tried not to sound as irritated as he felt at the prospect of a feminine cabal deciding what was best for Gal.

‘Yes, she did. There’s a Jewish charity here that’s been set up to support the children of international conflict who have come to the UK – all of them, right across the spectrum. The idea is to help them assimilate. They provide extra language tuition and community centres for the mothers, breakfast and after-school clubs for the kids. Sara came across them because her horrible boyfriend is somehow involved. Anyway, they are absolutely one hundred per cent bona fide and I am sure there are going to be kids there that I can help.’

Still wary, but smart enough to let Gal talk on, Eli said, ‘Okay.’

‘And if I use my maiden name, which is the one I use for work, or even use another name, if you consider it to be important, there’s no reason why I can’t help. And, Eli, beyond my need to do something, those kids are profoundly damaged by what they’ve seen and what’s been done to them and even how they got here. They don’t know safety and they’ve learnt from their parents to be terrified of their environment.’ 

Gal leaned across the table and stroked his arm. ‘I am one of the best PTSD child therapists in the world and it’s a pity not to use my skills for kids at a time like this.’

Eli was out of arguments and, truth to tell, he couldn’t think of any. It would be unreasonable to say that Gal couldn’t do it.

‘Okay, give me all the details and we’ll do a check on the charity. If you can specify the nationalities you want to avoid, say our target countries – at least do that – then, Gal, I don’t see why not.’

‘I thought you’d say that. You’re a wonderfully reasonable man, thank you. This is a good deed.’

Eli started to eat his goulash, he was hungry. ‘What’s that English expression? No good deed goes unpunished, yes, that’s it.’ 

‘Bitter cynicism. How’s the goulash?’


Chapter 6

Petra shifted in the driver’s seat of the parked car and adjusted the mirror so she could see who was entering or exiting the Victorian three-storey house off Camden Road, NW1. Like many parts of London, the area had been designated as schizophrenic by sociologists; private property was expensive and smart flats housing the haute bourgeoisie jostled with council-owned properties that were poorly maintained and homed the most socially deprived. It was one of the latter houses that Petra was watching that night. It was 11:37 – on the dashboard clock of the hired Toyota Yaris – Petra had been there two hours, sitting, waiting, drinking coffee from her flask. It was cold, even with thermal underwear, two pairs of socks, hat, gloves and a coat. She could see her breath mist in front of her as she exhaled and only the hot pad on her thighs plugged into a battery pack made the wait more tolerable.

The house was tenanted by a woman with mental health issues and an abusive boyfriend; it also functioned as a crack den and hub for drug buys. Petra was not interested in apprehending some user to guide them onto a path to sobriety, but to find an association with a drug user and one of the list of people on her computer. The list that had been given to her by a barrister client who was defending a drug-money launderer and wanted to select the jury most likely to acquit the defendant. Modern justice.

She knew it to be dirty work, more so when she met the barrister in the meeting room at Corudon, her employers. The barrister was a smartarse crime KC who looked as if he was coked up himself; his argument was that she was working within the system and his job was to ensure that everyone deserves the best defence possible.

‘Or the best defence they can afford?’ she’d said and then smiled to soften the barb. Her boss, Felix, the creep, ex-MI5 and now head of Investigations and Disputes at Corudon, had snapped a hard look at her for being rude to the client, but what the hell. Petra knew they needed her more than she needed them. There were few women in the company with the skills and background that she brought to the table, so much so that she was not only on an excellent retainer, but she could mostly pick and choose her jobs.

But now, at 11:43, as she sat in the car, cold, hungry and tired, she wished that she had turned down this particular job, no matter how much money it paid – nor how expensive her new kitchen had been.

Petra worked for Corudon, an international company with offices in Mayfair that described itself as offering risk and financial advisory solutions. Closer examination of what that meant straddled a range of activities from pedestrian number crunching to gun-slinging in war zones; there were security programmes for mineral surveys in war-torn countries where pallid geologists risked being kidnapped and held hostage, to information gathering for City institutions who were on the lookout for acquisitions and wanted the inside track on senior personnel before they invested. There were also the high-end divorce case investigations, work Petra loathed, as well as government contracts investigating fraud that took place after authoritarian regimes collapsed when the in-coming government found the coffers were empty and were trying to trace money that was no longer in the country.

Call it data gathering, call it industrial espionage, call it what you will – it was a job, sometimes interesting, sometimes not and Petra’s fellow associates were a motley gang of former spooks, cops, soldiers and journalists; there were few women, so Felix the creep had little choice but to put up with her.

The windows of the Yaris were open an inch or two to combat condensation in the car; it also meant that Petra heard footsteps clipping along the damp pavement. In the gloom she saw a slight shape getting closer and walking with purpose. It was either a boy or a young woman and the walker either lived on the street or was visiting somewhere known to them.

Petra sat up and scanned the mirrors to check out the passer-by. It was hard to see from her position, but it was clear that the individual had disappeared down the steps to the basement flat: the target location. 

Bugger. Petra sighed audibly and turned on the car engine. She had to get some warm air in there and this was her best chance because she now had to wait for whoever had gone into the flat to leave. If Petra was lucky it would be five minutes; the buy would be made and she could follow the buyer. If not, she’d have a choice either to wait or go home and try again another night. Neither option was attractive. 

With the engine now on, the heated seat in the car had engaged and Petra felt less chilled. It was 12:03. If the visitor was still in the flat at 12:30 it would mean that he or she was settling in for a session, in which case Petra could call it a day and go home. So, only twenty-seven more minutes to go.

She didn’t have to wait long. Barely had Petra turned off the engine with regret than a figure emerged from the basement steps and headed back the way they had come. There was a crossroads ahead. Petra started the engine and eased the car out of the parking spot; which way would they go? Left. Perfect. Applying a little more pressure to the accelerator, Petra reached the junction after a few seconds and turned left. Fifty metres ahead, the figure had stopped and was talking to someone. Petra decreased speed with the aim of driving past slowly, full beam and identifying the target, but before she was abreast of the two figures, one fell to the ground. 

Without thinking, Petra pulled up in the road and jumped out of the car, leaving the door open.

‘Everything okay?’ Petra said as she approached the two figures, the assailant was now hunched over the prone body. ‘Do you need some help?’

A woman’s wail came from the ground. ‘Let me die, let me die.’ 

The man looked up at Petra, his face was white, skull-like. He stood up and lurched towards Petra showing missing teeth and a smile that was meant to intimidate. 

‘Give me your bag. I need cash,’ he said. ‘And your phone.’

Petra stammered. ‘I-I… it’s in the car…’

‘And then you’ll drive away, will ya?’ 

Petra noticed the glint of a knife in his hand.

From the ground there was whimpering and Petra glanced up to see a curtain twitch and a light come on. The man followed her gaze and perhaps even her thought. One of the occupants of the Camden street would be calling the police from the safety of their homes, but they wouldn’t be coming out to help her.

‘NOW!’ the man said. He extended his right arm with the knife and Petra walked towards the car, a shaky style to her gait as if her legs were trembling with fear. When she reached the open door she bent a little to reach down. She could feel how close he was behind her, she could smell the dirt and decay on him.

‘It’s… in the footwell.’ Her voice was a whisper of anxiety. Then she lifted the bag with her left hand and bent her right arm horizontally to her chest so her elbow was at a right angle. She swivelled around and put all the power of her shoulder into the elbow jab. It made contact with his arm, and he dropped the knife. Now facing him, she put her head down, kneed him hard in the groin and when he gasped and staggered back, she pulled her right shoulder back and punched him on the side of his face between jawbone and cheekbone; the place least likely to hurt her hand. He stumbled back, holding his face, blood coming out of his mouth; no doubt he’d have at least one tooth less. It was now his turn to look fearful but, unlike Petra, his expression was genuine. 

She picked up the fallen knife. ‘Get the fuck out of here or I’ll use this.’

Still holding his jaw, he limped off into the darkness. Kneeling over the young woman, Petra brushed her hair away from her face. Blonde, in her early twenties, she was pretty with small features that matched the image that was on Petra’s phone. The young woman’s mother was one of the proposed jurors in the drug-money laundering case that Petra’s client was defending. The mother would now be dismissed as unsuitable for jury service because of prejudice. 

‘An ambulance will be here soon,’ Petra said, ‘along with the police. Did the mugger get your stash? If he didn’t, you’d better get rid of it before the police get here.’

The young woman moaned again, tears and snot streaked her face. ‘I need it,’ she said before whimpering once more.

Petra reached into the young woman’s inside pocket and found the baggies. It was a lot. More than she would be using for herself, and God knows where she’d got the money or whether she was dealing on tick. 

Petra heard a siren in the distance. She’d have to stay now. Chances were that the registration number of the hire car had been noted by one of the curtain-twitchers in the street. Petra sighed and tossed the dope over a hedge.

The young woman wailed, but it was hard to say whether it was pain at the loss or her physical pain. Either way, Petra was unmoved and said, ‘If the police find your stash I’ll be here all night.’  

The young woman would probably pick it up later – it wasn’t Petra’s problem. It was bad enough to have to wait for the police because the car’s number had been called in. If Petra was lucky it would be half an hour saying the young woman’s attacker had run off, and later a bollocking from Felix the creep, who would have to use the company’s contacts in the Met to smooth over any fall-out. The snarky barrister wouldn’t be impressed with her either. But at least the mugger had got away – hopefully – so no arrest and no court case. 

Somewhat absently, Petra continued to stroke the young woman’s brow while she waited for the police car, all the while asking herself why she’d stopped to help her. She concluded it was the right thing to do.

By the time Petra dropped the Toyota at the all-night garage and slid into her BMW-3 hybrid, she was finished. Driving home, all she could think about was her bedroom, her bed, clean sheets, dark, quiet and blessed, blessed sleep. Matt would be there, but he knew well the life-sapping exhaustion of work, perhaps better than her. He also worked for Corudon, but in an overseas division that found him using his army and language skills in conflict zones. He knew enough to allow her to recover.

Forty minutes later she opened the door to her cottage; it overlooked a green in Surrey, and the starry sky and silence seemed far more than the seventeen miles it was from Camden. Inside, lights illuminated the open-plan ground floor; kitchen, sitting room and dining area were all one, with a wooden open tread staircase leading to the upper floor. The refit was the reason why Petra was taking on the dirty surveillance jobs at Corudon; she needed to remember that.

It was so new it still smelt of paint. But this open-plan layout wasn’t just fancy living, it also had a security benefit: there were no unseen corners, and Petra could see the entire space with one sweep of her eyes. After dropping her work bag on the floor by the front door she tip-toed into the sitting area where Matt was sprawled, fast asleep on the sofa, the TV remote control on his chest and the TV itself on standby. So much for waiting up for her. She bent down and dusted his lined brow with a kiss, his eyes flickered open and he smiled. 

‘You’re back. How was it?’ 

‘Don’t ask. I’m going to have a shower.’

‘I waited up.’

‘Sure you did.’ Petra kissed him and let him kiss her back and smooth away the tensions of the day.

Next day they had a slow start. It had rained in the night and the air seemed fresh and hopeful. 

‘Let’s go out for the day,’ Petra said. Let’s go somewhere and look at plants and trees. What do you say?’

Matt was sitting on a stool at the breakfast bar while she sat on the kitchen worktop, sipping a mug of coffee.

‘We could do that.’

Matt was already dressed in jeans and sweatshirt, his sandy hair darker after his shower. ‘We can do that and then we can go out for lunch.’

‘Great.’ But Petra paused. His tone was off. ‘Is something up?’

He put his coffee down and looked at her steadily. Yes, there was something on his mind.

‘Spit it out, Matt. What’s up?’

‘Job offer.’

‘Great, anywhere exciting?’

‘Very,’ he said, again belying the word itself by his flat tone. ‘It’s a government subcontract and they want me and only me, so it’s a terrific package. And… it’s undercover for the duration of the contract.’

There was silence between them, with only the distant sound of some house construction nearby to break it. 

‘I’d have liked to talk to you about it last night because I said I would tell them this morning.’

‘When do you go? Wherever it is.’

‘Right away. And it’s deep cover, I can’t come back until it’s done.’

Petra felt Matt’s eyes on her, even though she was looking out of the window. Eventually, she swallowed. ‘Do you want me to ask you not to go?’

‘That’s up to you.’

‘Up to me? Hardly. We don’t tell each other what to do. It’s not that type of relationship.’

‘Is it a relationship?’ he said with quiet deliberation.

‘Of course it is.’

Matt slipped off the stool and padded to the coffee machine where he busied himself refilling the water container and checking the beans before pressing the button. He had his back to Petra.

‘I’ve been thinking, Petra, and I’m not sure that this is a relationship. I think there are too many secrets between us. And I don’t think that’s sustainable long term.’

‘What’s got into you, Matt? I don’t understand.’ 

‘You know I’m right. We meet when we can, we joke, we have fun, we have sex, but we skirt around the important issues.’

‘What important issues?’ Petra said with more aggression than she meant. 

‘You know what I mean; who we are, where we’ve been, what we’ve done, that’s made us into the people we are. Where we got our scars, the ones on the outside and the inside.’

‘When did you get so touchy-feely? When we hooked up, weren’t you the one who said the past is a foreign country? What’s changed all of a sudden?’

‘I have. Look, I really don’t want to do this next job, I don’t want to spend three months being someone else, someone with a different name and a different history.’

‘Then don’t do it. Problem solved.’

‘You’re not getting it. If we can’t have a proper relationship then I may as well do a job and be someone else.’

‘This is nuts,’ Petra said. Matt was putting her on the spot, changing the rules, upending the status quo of their relationship all before ten in the morning. 

He took her hands in his and held them. ‘Why don’t I tell Corudon I’m not gonna take the job and you and me take off on a long holiday, say a month, two months, three months. Do something. Find ourselves… unmask ourselves.’

‘I can’t do that. I can’t make that decision right now, just because you’ve suddenly decided that’s what we should do. It’s unreasonable for you to expect it. I have to think about it, Matt. I’m not saying you’re completely wrong but I… I don’t know, I just don’t know if I can.’ 

There was silence. 

‘Okay,’ Matt finally said. ‘I’m taking the job. When I get back we sort this out, one way or the other.’

Petra heard the front door click shut and she was alone. She waited a few moments before she slid off the worktop and padded to the window. No sign of Matt – she was alone. Truly alone. 

‘Christ,’ she said aloud and wandered over to the sofa where she’d discovered him the night before. She picked up one of the cushions and held it on her lap, absent-mindedly stroking the black thread, feeling its texture against her fingertips. How had this happened? What was Matt going on about? But she knew, beneath her self-righteous flounce, that they did operate together on a superficial level.

After a few more minutes Petra padded upstairs to her bedroom and opened one of the wardrobes that were built into the alcoves around the fireplace. Petra reached into the wardrobe and found the concealed safe where she kept cash, currency, trackers, fake ID, burner phones and spare SIM cards. She wondered whether Matt had his own cache. She was sure that he did. But showing it to anybody else, even him, would have felt… uncomfortable. 

Stretching right to the back of the safe she found what she was looking for – a book with a fabric cover. She pulled it out and sat down on the edge of the unmade bed where she and Matt had spent the night. She opened the book and smoothed out the pages. She forced herself to look down at the words, handwritten in Arabic script. At once she felt as if someone was kneeling on her chest. When she closed her eyes the images crowded in on her, the sound of the explosion, the screams, panicked people running, others wide-eyed, wide-mouthed in shock, not knowing what to do. The woman who staggered out of the pavilion, covered in blood, lurching from side to side. As ever, Petra replayed the scenes in her mind and re-experienced the sense that time had slowed down.

Petra opened her eyes and focused on the words in the book; she couldn’t understand a word of the Arabic script, but she could guess. It would be the thoughts of a young woman who was sweet and genuine and dead. A young woman who was damaged by life, making her a candidate who could be manipulated and guided by others into a faked scenario that killed her.

With his military background Matt would have been the perfect person to whom she could unburden herself, he’d understand that operations went wrong, with tragic consequences, not least because he had his own emotional combat scars. But Petra couldn’t tell him how she’d been instrumental in the woman’s death. Why? Because Matt didn’t know that Petra had worked for Mossad and she wasn’t at all sure how he’d respond.


Chapter 7

That afternoon Petra went into the Corudon offices to write up her report about the drug addict for the snarky barrister. She could have worked from home and emailed it, but after the scene with Matt she wanted to be in a different environment. She needed to compartmentalise, to follow the coping practices she’d learnt in childhood and she didn’t want to think about Matt, how he’d left, and she definitely didn’t want to think about the secrets in her life. 

Although still mid-afternoon, it was near dusk when Petra helped herself to a coffee from the drinks station at the back of the building and settled at her favourite table by the floor to ceiling window. 

There were a few people at other tables but it was still quiet enough for Petra to knuckle down and write her report. The faster she could write it, the faster she would be over the pain of doing this particular dirty job for Corudon and could think about something else. Matt? No thanks, not yet. Not for some while. She was in central London, maybe she’d take herself to a bustling bar for wine and a snack followed by a suitably escapist film. Yeah. That would do nicely.

Her fingers flicked across the keyboard and made a satisfying click as she made contact with the keys and the words sprang onto the screen. The words tumbled out, words that distanced and camouflaged what she’d actually been doing on that dark street. ‘Subject’ and ‘Location’ and ‘Risk’ and ‘Perpetrator’ and ‘Altercation’. And not the reality of a grimy street-fight between drug addicts and dealers, with her as the onlooker, doing bugger all that was useful, except to aid the man who made money out of addiction and, of course, pay for her house refit. 

Petra took a break from her report to check film times and booked a ticket at the Gate Picturehouse where she could snack and drink wine at the same time. The programme, von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel started in forty minutes – it was tight but doable. With a target in her sights, Petra returned to the report with renewed energy. 

‘Petra, I didn’t expect to see you in today,’ a voice boomed across the space. 

Petra swivelled in her stool and saw Felix. An unattractive man, he was ruddy-faced, his sandy beard streaked with white. He carried with him the expectation that whatever he said, in that lowland Scots accent of his, was significant. Today, Felix had someone in tow. This wasn’t an unusual sight, he often stalked around the building with an acolyte for one of his walk and talk moments, an experience that Petra had so far managed to avoid. This time, by his side and towering over him was a young man in his early twenties. He had unusually long hair and was wearing a khaki corduroy parka with a rucksack on his back – he looked like a student.  

‘Petra,’ Felix said, ‘I received the report from the Met this morning and we’ve dealt with it. It’s a pity you had to be so hands on.’

‘I’ve put it all in the report. I had no choice except to intervene as my brief was to be one hundred per cent certain that I had the right person.’ 

This was how Petra had dressed up the account of her attack on the mugger, that in the dark there had been no other way of establishing who the young woman was other than to stop the car and assist. On paper it had seemed a convincing argument, but Petra knew that Felix would pick at it like a squirrel with a nut and add it to his ever-growing list of ‘concerns’ about her work. What a joyful day for MI5 it must have been when Felix’s tenure there ended.

‘There’s always a choice,’ Felix said. ‘Part of the job is to be quick thinking and flexible and to consider the implications of what we do. And avoid making impulsive mistakes that require someone else to expend their valuable time clearing up the mess. But enough of that, for now. Petra, allow me to introduce you to Tom Johnson.’

‘Hi.’ Petra smiled and stood up, stretching her hand to shake Tom’s. She glanced at her watch; she needed to get a move on if she was going to make it to the cinema in Notting Hill from Mayfair.

Felix had put on an avuncular tone. ‘Tom is one of our new intake of interns. He got a first from KCL, has languages, computer science and statistics.’

‘Congratulations,’ Petra said. ‘I hope you enjoy your time here.’

She turned back to the screen hoping that this would be enough of a hint for Felix to go, but it wasn’t.

‘And,’ Felix continued, ‘it’s particularly timely seeing you here today, Petra, because I want you to mentor Tom; show him the ropes and let him shadow you so he can get a taste of some of the work you’re doing and, indeed, Tom will certainly be able to assist you with data research.’

If the request to mentor the kid had been made by email, she would have had the kid’s CV and been able to find something in it that would help her side-step the suggestion. Petra worked alone and the last thing she wanted was an intern with her, asking for explanations and getting in the way. What was Felix thinking? 

From the smile on his face, it was clear Felix wanted to punish her. What a charmer. By his side, the kid looked embarrassed; he was smart enough to sense the subtext. 

‘Come and sit down, Tom,’ Petra said with warmth. ‘Let me get you something to drink and then I’ll take you round the building, show you where everything is and how it all works.’

All thought of her self-indulgent evening had vanished. Not by a flicker would she give Felix the satisfaction of knowing how bad she felt and how he’d ruined her evening. 

‘Come on,’ Petra said beckoning with her hand towards the small round table and the empty stool. ‘What would you like?’

‘Tea would be great, please. That’s kind of you,’ Tom said. Petra heard the Midlands in the young man’s accent. 

‘Any particular sort? We have everything from builder’s to Earl Grey to herbal or…’

Out of the corner of her eye she caught Felix’s expression. He looked disappointed that she’d shown no chagrin; that warmed her. As for Tom, doubtless he’d only last five minutes in the Corudon bear-pit so she wouldn’t have to babysit for long.


Chapter 8

Eli had been in Munich for twelve hours. Arriving on an afternoon flight from London, he was just in time to attend the keynote session of the Munich Security Conference. This year the American Secretary of State gave the speech and as Eli sat in the audience, masked for both hygiene and security purposes, he had a pleasant sense of being intellectually at home. You could keep Davos or G meetings, it was here, in Munich, that the important issues of the day were debated and where international policy was being formed by the professionals. People like him.

Next morning Eli attended a break-out meeting about international law as it related to cyber warfare or, as it currently stood, the lack of international law and the likely repercussions. Using his favoured Moleskine notebook, Eli scrawled notes and then lunched alone in a nearby bar, his head buzzing with ideas. Afterwards, fortified in both mind and body, Eli spent ninety minutes on a tail-shaking exercise before he boarded the train to Messestadt Riem to meet fellow heads of station.

Eli was looking forward to this session with a level of anticipation he hadn’t felt for quite some time. He was aware that his reputation within the organisation was as a skilled spy-runner, but not as a strategist. The complex geopolitical chess games played at headquarters had never appealed to him. Neither had he been a fan of the high risk operations pursued by the glory boys; in fact, he considered himself a meat and potatoes kind of spy, someone who followed the rules because, as he saw it, in their game, if you didn’t follow the rules then any hope of doing what was right for the future and security of the country was diminished. But the operation he was planning to pitch would take him way out of his comfort zone, it would change the way he was perceived in the organisation. He was putting himself out there as both a strategist and a risk-taker and he was doing it for one reason; if his career was advanced, he would be in a better position to make a positive difference and there had never been a more important time in the history of Israel to do so.

As the train sped along, Eli glanced at the page where he’d written down some prompt words for his pitch. He reckoned he was as prepped as he possibly could be with his arguments and counter-arguments; an operation to get poison pill drones to the Russians was both achievable and would yield great benefits. He’d even started to think about which of the geeks in the tech division would be the right project manager for this type of operation. 

Eli was still mentally sifting through the people he knew when he arrived near the apartment building and spotted the watchers outside scanning the location, to make sure everyone was clean before they went into the safe house. Boaz, head of station in Germany and notional host, let him into the tenth floor apartment, an anodyne space with so much white and steel it looked like an operating theatre. 

Compared to some of the run-down flats they used in London, often end of lease short lets with damp patches and mismatched furniture, this new build was fresh out of the box. Yet, and here was a funny thing, safe houses always smelt the same. Dusty, empty, with a faint smell of unwashed clothes. 

‘Manyanim, fantastic to see you, Eli.’ Boaz held out both his hands and clasped Eli’s between them. Tall, overweight, with a young man’s plump facial flesh, this was no gesture of dominance, it was warmth. Five years younger than Eli, Boaz’s rise so far had been both meteoric and well-deserved. His eyes twinkled and besides a mind that was razor-sharp, he was the kind of man you could trust with your life, which after all is what his stable of agents did on a daily basis. 

‘Good to see you too,’ Eli said. ‘I can see you’re thriving even—’

The buzzer rang and interrupted further conversation. Carmel, Csilla and Harel, the heads of station in charge of Iberia, Italy, and France and Belgium arrived. Greetings were exchanged, coffee and drinks were distributed by Boaz and there was a buzz of chat about shared operations and some of the problems they were experiencing due to the challenges to the judiciary. Not only had five former heads of Mossad and Shabak spoken out against the government, it seemed that some former members of Kidon, the assassination division, had also come out against the judicial overhaul. They said it would make them vulnerable to prosecution in the International Criminal Court in The Hague, since it would strengthen the argument that the judiciary was not independent enough to hold Israel’s institutions to account. Only Harel, station head of France and Belgium was sanguine.

‘It’s PR bullshit from a bunch of old-timers,’ Harel said. ‘Who can resist the opportunity to help the world’s most exciting intelligence service in the world’s most dynamic country?’

‘Quite a lot of people, it seems,’ Eli said. ‘All those people applying for other country’s passports, looking for overseas jobs out of the country and shifting their assets.’ 

Harel shrugged. ‘Good riddance, is what I say. No sense of loyalty or honour. And we all know where your allegiances are.’

‘My allegiances are with this organisation and the country,’ Eli said. ‘How about you, Harel?’

‘The same, the same.’ Harel smirked. ‘In particular the integrity of the country, the Jewish state.’

‘Integrity?’ Eli snorted. ‘Now there’s a word I never thought to hear on your lips.’ 

Eli turned his back on Harel and sat himself down at the table. He made a play of organising his notebook and pen while he calmed himself. What had got into him? He knew better than to jump on a prick like Harel. 

Although his head was down, Eli was aware that the other heads of stations were joining Eli at the white rectangular table and preparing for the meeting.

‘Is it just Yuval we’re waiting for?’ Csilla, head of Italy’s station said, breaking the silence. She was over fifty, wore her blonde hair long, and with heavy spectacles and a cashmere jacket could have been mistaken for a successful corporate executive. 

‘We all know Yuval likes to make an entrance,’ Harel said, fiddling with his cuff so everyone had the chance to admire his watch; today it was a Tag Heuer. ‘We’re still wanting thirty seconds before we’re supposed to start—’ 

The buzzer rang. 

Csilla laughed aloud while Boaz ambled to the door.

Yuval marched in and after the briefest of greetings to the group, took his place at the top of the table. He was a short man with a shock of black hair and a habit of pushing it off his forehead. As head of Washington station, it was a given that Yuval would lead the meeting because the Washington desk was the most senior in the organisation; it was only a few steps from being Menume, the director of the organisation. In the prevailing culture, those last few steps to the peak had become increasingly precipitous, but Yuval was doggedly ascending, despite his political stance which was aligned with Eli’s. He was both strategist and glory boy with a passion for the high risk, high reward operations. That was why he was going to like Eli’s plan.

‘As usual,’ Yuval said, ‘we start with an overview and then talk about your individual desks.’ 

The group nodded.

‘The situation is like this,’ Yuval carried on, and Csilla and Carmel exchanged a look on hearing his customary prelude to a briefing. ‘The organisation is in crisis.’ 

Eli saw Harel roll his eyes at Csilla. That was a new alliance. 

Yuval either didn’t notice or chose to ignore Harel. He went on. ‘Despite our expertise in electronic intelligence gathering and analysis, when it comes to human intelligence we’re losing agents at a faster rate than we’re recruiting. If we don’t do something about it we will find ourselves at an unrecoverable disadvantage.’

Csilla frowned. ‘Yuval, we’re all aware of the trend but is it really a crisis?’

‘Yes,’ Yuval said. ‘When you return to your data collection hubs, you will see the statistics. We’re at a crossroads. Either we completely rely on the tech for collection and analysis, or we urgently instigate a more effective humint recruitment programme.’

Harel was leaning back in his chair with his arms folded. ‘There are strong arguments in support of moving away from humint, Yuval. Or if not moving away completely, embracing the shift in the balance towards cheaper and more reliable intelligence gathering.’ 

‘That’s what the Americans thought before 9/11,’ Boaz said. 

‘That was years ago,’ Harel said. ‘Times change. Governments change. Institutions change.’ There was almost a threat in his voice. 

‘Humint doesn’t change,’ Yuval said. ‘No amount of alternative intelligence will ever be able to give us the nuance we get from a top agent in place.’ Yuval brushed his black fringe off his forehead. He was angry. ‘We urgently need to recruit more assets to replace the ones we’re losing. And it’s not just assets, it’s also local help.’

‘In terms of local help, it’s not as easy as it used to be,’ Boaz said. ‘We’ve just lost a talent spotter attached to Heidelberg University. He’s been providing us with recruitment leads for ten years – now he wants out. He doesn’t like our politics.’

‘What have you done to replace him?’ Yuval said.

‘Not enough,’ Boaz said. 

‘The rest of you can stop congratulating yourself,’ Yuval said. ‘If it wasn’t for our good relationship with Italy, Csilla’s incompetent recruitment attempt on an Egyptian general would have been all over the press. And as for you, Harel, you’ve just lost a hugely experienced bat levayah. I worked with her, Dutch, a goya. Very skilled.’

Bat levayahs were a special breed, part assistant cases officers, part scene setters. Working alongside case officers, they played multiple roles as work colleagues, partners, family members and a good one made unreal events credible to potential targets. 

‘But we’ve still got most of our assets,’ Harel said.

Yuval pointed his finger. ‘Is that what you think? I met an asset in Washington last week and after twenty years she wants to stop working for ideological reasons. She doesn’t like our government.’

‘Coerce her,’ Harel said with a shrug. ‘If we really do need her, ask her what she’d prefer, a spell in prison or to continue working for us. When did an agent ever become anything other than a weapon to be used?’

Boaz raised one of his big hands to speak. His voice was affable. ‘Harel, you know coercion doesn’t work from your own field experience.’

What field experience, Eli thought. The nearest Harel had got to field work was wading through the wine list in a Michelin star restaurant. 

Deftly, as if the emotional temperature was pleasantly temperate, Boaz went on. ‘You know there’s been some interesting research by the experts backing up what we know from experience.’ ‘The experts’ was jargon for shrinks. Case officers either sneered at or cited the experts, depending on which argument they were pursuing.

‘The least effective motivator is coercion,’ Boaz said. ‘Agents do the minimum required and what they do, they do badly.’

Harel looked unimpressed. At this point Csilla pitched in. ‘Why is this particular agent so important?’ 

‘Under normal circumstances it might not be critical,’ Yuval said. ‘The woman is the head scientist at ARR – a UK drone facility.’

Eli’s fingers tightened round his pen as he felt all eyes in the room on him. 

Yuval went on. ‘Over the next six months, ARR will be supplying drones to Hamas via Turkey; they have a big order and are manufacturing at the moment, we need to have our agent in place so we have continued access to the platform.’

‘Isn’t this a localised UK issue?’ Harel said. 

‘No, it isn’t,’ Yuval said. ‘It’s just the latest example of how we, collectively, are losing more agents than we’re recruiting. Is that clear?’

Eli slumped in his chair and closed his notebook. If the agent was no longer in place, his operation had just walked out of the door. He barely heard Csilla’s follow-up question. ‘I appreciate that this woman is our human in the loop, but what exactly has she done, created a poison pill in the software? If so, and there’s a backdoor, that can be done remotely, can’t it?’

‘It’s more complicated,’ Yuval said. ‘She’s a mechatronics genius who developed the proprietary wave form that won the business for ARR to fit the drones. She’s the only person who can reconfigure the radio frequency and she has to be in place to do it.’

Eli felt like throwing his notebook with his pitch prompts in the bin, but he wasn’t going to give Harel the satisfaction of knowing how pissed off he was. He glanced around the room and gauged who was on his side. It was predictable. Harel and Csilla smirked, Boaz looked sympathetic and Carmel neutral – the head of Iberia station no doubt pleased not to have been in the firing line.

Eli nodded and kept his voice even. ‘I get it, Yuval. If we had another mechatronics genius with UK clearances up our sleeve, we’d have a chance. Without one, the operation goes down the pan.’

‘Exactly,’ Yuval said. ‘To summarise, during the next six months our priority is to increase asset retention and initiate new recruitment operations.’ He held up his fingers to illustrate the points. ‘We need more local help. We need more talent spotters and we need more agents. Understood?’

Eli shared a taxi with Yuval back to the centre of Munich and as per regulations, they talked about sports, in this case, a European football match between Bayern Munich and Arsenal. Only when the taxi dropped them off ten minutes from the centre of town where they would walk did Yuval switch on his sound buffer and talk to Eli about work matters.

‘I want to talk to you about that drone facility,’ Eli said when they were standing in the street. ‘I had an idea that I was going to pitch at the meeting.’

‘Is this anything to do with the Russian back-channel request to meet the Americans and Brits?’ 

‘It’s connected. It came up in my meeting with the Russian at the same time.’

‘And you didn’t put it in your report, good. You’re learning.’ Yuval gave Eli a small smile. He looked at his watch. ‘I don’t have time right now. What are you doing tonight?’

‘I’ve got dinner with the Americans and the Brits.’ 

‘Hope they’re taking you somewhere nice.’ Yuval thought for a moment. ‘Okay, I’ll meet you tomorrow at 08:30 in the Hofgarten. We’ll talk about your idea then.’


Chapter 9

Eli spent the rest of the afternoon in his hotel room, mulling over the meeting with the station heads and licking the wound of an operation that had failed before he’d even had the chance to pitch it. He lay on the bed, back propped against headboard, laptop on thighs, a cup of black coffee within reach. Determined not to think about his stillborn operation, he turned up the volume on the TV and tried to concentrate on the livestream conference panel while catching up on his emails. The panel was discussing the shift from kinetic warfare to electronic while Eli ploughed through an email from Nathan updating him in unnecessary detail on everything, including the exhibition location of his art competition, an event that Eli wouldn’t be attending under any circumstances. Had the man learnt nothing about Naka, their report writing system? Brevity, bullet points, summaries and footnotes. Not Nathan’s stream of consciousness ramble. Wasn’t it bad enough having an informer in his unit without factoring in Nathan’s Proust-like meandering? Not that Nathan would recognise a madeleine if it jumped off the plate and bit him. But at least the panel discussion on the TV was engaging. It was a sparky debate and the consensus supported what Yuval had said earlier about human intelligence; it would be a long while before an AI bot could replicate the spy-runner-agent relationship.

Eli got off the bed and started to get dressed. He thought about the panel discussion. No doubt the subject of humint and running agents would come up at dinner that evening. It was just the type of shop talk the professionals picked over, but it wasn’t something Eli wanted to debate with Oliver Milne, the MI6 liaison officer. Not with their shared history. Sitting at the end of the bed, Eli did up the buttons on his shirt. He saw his reflection in the mirror; a bald, stocky man with a scar above his right eyebrow. Pausing in the process, he studied his reflection and raised a hand to run his fingertips over the scar. For a moment it was as if he was observing a stranger’s reflection. His gut clenched with anxiety as the sensation of fingertip on uneven skin kindled memories. Acrid black smoke billowing around him and the bitter taste as it hit the back of his throat. Eli clamped his eyes shut, but not fast enough to erase the movie in his mind where he heard the screams and saw twisted limbs that were both bloodied and blackened. 

Struggling to inhale and exhale slowly, Eli dislodged the elephant that was kneeling on his chest. His breathing was ragged, his heart was racing, he was sweating but he knew if he kept still and breathed slowly, the moment would pass. Focus on the positive, that’s what his wife said. Positive: Eli had been lucky to get away with just a gash on his forehead. Luckier than his agent, Red Cap. Luckier than the innocent bystanders who’d been killed and maimed and that was about as positive as he could get.

Milne, the MI6 man Eli would be dining with that night, had been complicit in every single one of those deaths because it served British interests. How did he live with that? It didn’t matter whether Milne had stood back and allowed the kill to happen, or if he green-lit it or even if he dreamt it up, his hands were as bloody as if he’d pressed the detonator himself. He was as guilty as Eli. 

Still shaky, Eli stood up and went into the bathroom where he splashed cold water on his face in a bid to shake off the moment. He thought about Harel’s words earlier that day, that an agent was only ever a tool to wage war. Yes, Eli accepted the truth of the statement. It was a given. Red Cap himself would have known that, but the way the agent died was… it was just wrong. 

Every intelligence service had a mandate to kill even if only Israel and China admitted it, but there was a clear procedure to assess whether the action was proportionate and what the collateral damage might be. How many times had Eli known about a Kidon operation aborted at the last minute because of the risk to civilians? What Milne and the Brits had done was barbaric, all hidden behind a veneer of cool detachment. 

For Jews, life was precious; when a glass was raised, it wasn’t ‘Santé’, a toast to health, or ‘Cheers’, to joy. It was ‘l’chayim’. To life. Saving a life was a good deed, and taking one was a responsibility and a terrible duty. As Yuval said repeatedly, ‘A killing has to be pure’. Red Cap’s death had been about as impure as it possibly could be. 

Eli checked his watch and straightened up. Whatever he might feel about Milne, however embittered he was, Eli now had to go out and do his job and play the dirty game. 

It was only a short walk to Käfer-Schänke. Once inside Eli gave the cover name for the reservation and was shown to a private room where Charlene Dinesen and Oliver Milne were already seated. The wood-panelled room was so small it was more like a cupboard than anything else, with bench seating round the table and a wall shelf with old pipes. It was quirky to say the least. Milne and Charlene had a bottle of wine on the table in front of them and they seemed to have been arguing about something when Eli came in. No doubt they’d had a pre-meeting meeting, which was hardly surprising given that there was usually something to discuss between the participants of the so-called ‘special relationship’. 

At the sight of Eli they changed emotional gear. Milne shifted out of the bench seat to stand and held out his hand in greeting. Behind tortoise-shell glasses his eyes were impassive. He was a tall, slender man who stood upright in his blue shirt and impeccable charcoal suit. Milne looked every inch the ex-army Brit. 

‘Good to see you, Eli,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t this make a pleasant change? What do you think of the Tobacco Room?’

‘Unusual,’ Eli said, careful with his English accent. ‘Good to see you too, Oliver. And, Charlene, how are you?’

‘I’m just great, Eli,’ the American said. ‘Come and sit down in our cute little closet. Isn’t it adorable?’

In her simple black dress, no jewellery, not even a watch, the CIA liaison officer exuded the authority of the senior partner at the table. Eli could never be sure whether Dr Charlene Dinesen – author of Covert Operation Efficacy Analysis, with her PhD in International Affairs and Intelligence Studies, and her fluent Egyptian Arabic and the more obscure Dari – was putting on the wide-eyed American cheerleader mien or just being ironic. What Eli was sure about was the tension at the table, but that was to be expected. There was always conflict between the Americans, the Brits and Israel concealed beneath their different styles. As Henry Kissinger had said, ‘America has no permanent friends, only interests.’

The unspoken understanding between Eli, Milne and Charlene was that each of them got as much as they could in exchange for as little as possible, all dressed up as mutual cooperation and even fake amity. It’s what they did. It’s what Eli taught the new recruits when he delivered his talk on liaison with allies. No wonder espionage got the second oldest profession label; it wasn’t about the secrecy, it was the trading. They were buyers and sellers of a product – intelligence.

Eli smiled and squeezed onto the other side of the bench seat opposite Milne and accepted the glass of Riesling poured out for him.

‘It’s at the Kabinett level of ripeness,’ Milne said. ‘Tell me what you think.’

Eli sipped. ‘Perfect, as usual.’

By the time the first course was in front of them, they’d parked the pleasantries and had got down to business, covering the issues that were of mutual interest, including Russia and the new Rezident, Nicolai.

‘So he wants to meet,’ Charlene said. She leaned back against the panelled wall and folded her arms. 

‘What’s he like?’ Milne said.

‘Personable. Intelligent, cultured, professional,’ Eli said.

‘Recruitable?’ Milne said.

Eli wasn’t sure whether he was joking or not. ‘I doubt it. He’s got the Russian hang-up about history and the glory days of the past.’

‘Haven’t we all got that,’ Charlene said in her Southern drawl. ‘Give me five dollars for every voter who wants to go back to the good old days and Jim Crow laws and I could buy me an island.’

‘We have our own historical issues for people to fixate upon.’ Milne took another sip of the red he’d chosen and looked thoughtful as he savoured and swallowed. ‘But what does the Russian want? Everybody wants something, don’t they, Eli?’

That was a dig, a sharp little thorn meant to pierce Eli’s underbelly to remind him about the dangers of trying to cheat the Brits. In response, Eli smiled at Milne with all the warmth he didn’t feel. It was oddly satisfying knowing he could play the game, however bad he had felt earlier and however much he blamed Milne. Eli was back in control.

‘He’s seems straightforward,’ Eli said. ‘Says he wants to keep channels open, so if and when the situation does change we’ll be able to speed up the process because contact will have already been established at a senior level. Seems sensible to me.’

‘Can he do that? Does he have the authority to do that?’ Charlene said. ‘Is this an official overture?’

Eli shrugged. ‘I don’t think you’ll find out until you meet him. If you’re happy we can host at the embassy in our safe meeting room. I can have you invited to some official function or other and then you can use our secure space to make the contact.’

‘Forget it,’ Charlene said.

‘We can meet at The Travellers Club,’ Milne said. 

‘Too British, too many old connections. Keep it neutral,’ Charlene said decisively. ‘And definitely nothing associated with us.’

For a few moments the three intelligence officers were silent, thinking. Central London hotels were generally used for these types of back-channel meetings, private rooms that could be swept and where they could all bring in their own watchers. But these were usually lower-level rendezvous with junior staff. 

Eli remembered an item from the word-soup of Nathan’s ramble. It was the art gallery that would be exhibiting the entries for his absurd competition. There was a good chance there would be lots of people, back exits, and upstairs rooms. 

‘We have an event coming up in a Cork Street gallery,’ Eli said. ‘We’ll check it out and if it’s suitable we can piggy-back the meeting onto it. 

‘Do that thing,’ Charlene said. ‘Yeah, an art gallery has a good feel about it. After all, there’s a lot of artistry in our work, isn’t there?’

She pushed her plate away. ‘Before we wrap, I have one more piece of information I want to bring to your attention.’ She reached inside her pocket for her phone and with one hand tapped and scrolled to find what she was looking for. ‘Yeah. A little gift from the US coming your way. One Edward Jarvis, known as Teddy in some circles but about as unlike a cuddly bear as you can imagine. He’s one of our special breed, an Evangelical pastor with strong connections to the radical right. He’s relocating with his core flock to the UK from his ministry in Wyoming.’

‘Why?’ Milne said. He’d whipped out a notebook from his inner pocket. It was leather and it had the tiniest silver pen Eli had ever seen. ‘He’s not planning some Jonestown event in the Scottish Highlands, is he?’

‘No. His interest is in the Holy Land,’ Charlene said.

‘Shit,’ Eli said. ‘One of those, is he?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ Charlene said. ‘He and his followers need to be on both of your watchlists. They’ve been raising money from their communities in Wyoming to send to the Israeli settlers in the occupied territories to support their claims for a greater Israel.’

‘I presume this is somehow connected to the end times?’ Milne said. 

‘Uh huh, you got it in one,’ Charlene. 

Milne looked irritated. ‘You know, this is a recurring phenomenon. Henry the Eighth had the same damn problem during the Reformation when he was trying to secure his succession and separate from Rome. There was no end of portents and sages and religious claptrap predicting end times. Sometimes I really do think Karl Marx had the right idea when it came to religion.’

‘I’m in agreement with you, Oliver,’ Eli said. It was odd how you could abhor someone for what they’d done professionally, yet agree with some of their values. He also made a mental note to add Milne’s interest in history to his file. It would probably be useless detail, but it was personal data.

Eli continued. ‘Our people in Shabak monitor these groups closely, we’ve got plenty of our own. Just recently we had to stop a group trying to sacrifice lambs at the base of the Mount of Olives to hasten the Second Coming or the First Coming or whatever particular craziness they believe. It’s usually harmless stupidity. How dangerous is this character of yours, Charlene?’

‘We don’t know. All we have is that he’s been successful raising money and he’s coming to England.’

Milne dabbed his lips with his napkin and folded the fabric as he spoke. ‘You certainly saved the best until last, Charlene. I think you deserve to pick up the bill.’ 


Chapter 10

The next morning, at 8:25, Eli was hunched inside his overcoat pacing by the White Rose monument in the Hofgarten. He stomped up and down trying to keep his feet warm as the cold tore at his ears despite the beanie clamped on his head. 

The White Rose monument was at the edge of the park and it was marked by a black granite rectangle; Eli was certain that Yuval hadn’t chosen the spot by chance. It was a monument to a resistance group in Nazi Germany. It was just the type of place Yuval would pick for a meeting, a place with the subliminal message that honourable people have a moral obligation to act. Beneath Yuval’s public displays of cynicism and pragmatism, he was like Eli, trying to do what he believed to be right. 

A gust of wind nearly blew Eli off his feet and he sheltered by the monument reading his newsfeed and feeling as bleak as the Munich morning. At 8:30 he was rewarded when Yuval appeared with his customary rolling gait, wrapped in a battered leather coat.

‘Let’s walk,’ Yuval said as he drew within earshot. ‘How did last night go?’

‘You’ll see my report in signals but the key points were we’re hosting a contact with Russian rezident to keep diplomatic channels open.’

‘Excellent.’ Yuval continued in his usual clipped style. ‘What did you leave out of your report after you met the Russian?’

‘It was an idea for an operation. If Spinning Wheel can be persuaded to keep working for us—’

Yuval tutted a negative. ‘She’s anxious, she’s burnt out and if I can get her to do anything it will be the drones that are going to Turkey and Hamas.’

‘What if I tried?’ Eli didn’t add that the agent was UK based, so technically on his patch. 

‘She’s been working twenty years, Eli. Seven is considered by our experts to be the upper limit.’

‘When did you ever listen to the experts?’

Yuval seemed to be looking at the wording on the granite stone. ‘She’s fragile.’

A thought struck Eli. Did Yuval have a thing for Spinning Wheel? Was that why he’d always run her and she’d never been passed on to a different handler? It wouldn’t be the first time a case officer had crossed the line, but if it became known, if Harel and his cronies found out, Yuval’s chances of the top job would die on the spot. Eli decided that this was one piece of intelligence he didn’t want to know. 

‘What was the idea, anyway?’ Yuval said, still looking at the monument.

‘The Russians desperately want drones to use against Ukraine. If we had someone in place at ARR we could divert containers of drones to them. Special drones. Drones with a poison pill.’

Yuval stopped and turned towards Eli; his eyes were shining, whether from the bitter wind or enthusiasm. ‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘That’s very good. They will trust the consignment because they fought to get it. We can play with them a little so it doesn’t seem too easy.’

‘If Spinning Wheel—’

‘No,’ Yuval interjected. ‘We recruit someone else. Go through every single academic talent-spotter and military lead we still have and see if we can find someone who can get clearance. They don’t have to be experienced. Our people can tell them what to do and how to do it. I like it, Eli, this is exactly what we need.’

Yuval started walking again; he glanced back at Eli. ‘You’re putting on weight, Eli, don’t get too comfortable or you’ll end up like that bastard, Harel.’

‘He’s not fat,’ Eli objected.

‘No, he’s too much of a narcissist for that. A narcissist who gets listened to by the government, and he hates us. Always remember that. Don’t slip up.’

Was Yuval talking to himself? They were walking around the temple and fountain, and the view along the white paths that criss-crossed the space was bleak. 

Yuval went on. ‘How’s your team shaping up? You know Nathan is Harel’s man?’

‘Yes. I’m pretty sure he reports to Harel about what we’re doing and I even think Nathan applied for the London job because Harel told him to. Is that paranoid?’

‘No. He’s one of Harel’s allies. Even worse, he’s no deputy station manager, you couldn’t field him in a meeting with the likes or Milne or the Americans.’

‘I had no choice. There were few candidates for the job at the right level.’

‘You can’t get rid of him. You need to keep him close so you can see what he’s doing, but he’s no deputy station manager.’ Yuval paused. ‘There is someone, though, who’d be perfect.’ 

‘Who?’ Eli frowned.

‘Rafi.’

‘No, no,’ Eli protested. ‘I won’t work with him, you know that. He’s a cowboy and he makes everything up as he goes along. Is your memory so short? Remember he screwed Trainer and that certainly contributed to the disaster.’

‘No, it didn’t. It didn’t make any difference at all – what’s more, that’s history. Rafi is perfect. He’s politically neutral and he has skills you don’t have. Trust me, Eli. Rafi is the key to your success in London. Together you are more than the sum of your parts.’

‘I hate him.’

‘That is stupid!’ Yuval sounded angry. ‘Do you want to move forward in the organisation so you reach a point where we can change things for the better, or do you want to throw it all away? Do as I say, Eli.’

They were approaching the exit to the park and the two men stopped.

Yuval went on. ‘Phone Human Resources and tell them you’re offering the job to Rafi. That’s an order.’

‘What about Nathan?’

‘Tell him it’s God’s will.’


Chapter 11

Eli decided to make the call to HR from the airport. All around him there was airport hum, the sense of movement and anticipation as sharp-suited flight crews marched past. It was a good place to find a quiet corner where he could phone when so many people were in their own travel bubbles. He chose a spot outside the loo near an empty gate, and began the procedure to set up the additional encryption required for a home-call on his satellite phone. It would have been simpler to make the call when he got back to London and was in his office at the embassy, but having made the decision Eli wanted to act. No, he needed to act. Not that he doubted his resolve, but the idea of offering Rafi the job as his deputy was like pulling out his own toenails. It was something he’d never thought he’d be doing under any circumstances, but then he hadn’t foreseen the threats to not only his own job and career, but the organisation and the country. Eli had no choice but to compromise. 

Rafi had none of the years of spy-running that Eli had under his belt, he had zero cultural sensibility and his interest in the bigger picture, in the geopolitics and the ethics of what they did was negligible. But he was both apolitical and a brilliant wingman. Eli knew it was the right decision.

Yet Eli’s thumb still hovered over the button before placing the call – he was thinking about Rafi and his background. Among other skills within the organisation, Rafi had been attached to Kidon, the assassination squad, for eighteen months. Eli remembered a private view he and Gal had attended in Kiryat HaMelacha. The reason they were there was that some of the pieces in the contemporary art show had been painted by a retired member of Kidon. The artist was small, smart with immaculate grey hair and an archetypal creative black outfit. He drifted between groups of admirers and other artists while they all clutched a substandard glass of Israeli Chardonnay.

Rafi had been there too, tall, as ever catching the attention of both women and men, attached and unattached; Eli had noted that he’d also managed to get hold of a cold beer that he was drinking from the bottle. The artist was taking Rafi around the space and showing him his works. He’d been a mentor and lead on the team, but it wasn’t Rafi being at the show that had stuck with Eli, it was the artwork itself. Oil on canvas, yellow and black dominated, there were dark, shadowy images and a sense of malice and cruelty. 

‘I can’t imagine he’s going to sell many of them,’ Gal had said as she took a step forward and a step back, examining a small painting that showed a claw-like hand at the throat of a wraith that seemed to be howling. ‘It’s hardly liveable.’ But Rafi had enthused. He’d come over to say hello to Eli and Gal and said, ‘I know nothing about art but I get the energy in pictures.’

Eli had said nothing, but on the way home he thought about the images and wondered how much of the artist’s work had been informed by his career, killing people not in the battlefield but clandestinely, often in domestic situations. If what you did made you the person you were, what did that mean for Rafi and, by the same token, what did it mean for Eli? What sort of person was he?

‘Passagiere der Gruppe Drei nach London bereiten sich bitte auf das einsteigen vor. Passengers for London in Group Three, please prepare to board.’ 

The first call came for Eli’s flight and around him his fellow passengers sprang to their feet to form a queue. Before joining them, Eli made the call. 

The flight was uneventful and after landing Eli headed to the office for a quiet hour at his laptop writing up his notes and attempting to clear his inbox. Among other things, he still hadn’t arranged his medical with the supercilious embassy doctor, Menachem. Eli could hardly berate his team if he had failed to do it himself. He also needed to do some preliminary thinking about the recruitment push to get someone in to replace Spinning Wheel. Then there was preparation to host the joint CIA, MI6 meeting. And he also had to update the watchlist for Charlene’s evangelical nutjob. There was a ton of work to do before he could go home and relax.

Eli flipped open his laptop and keyed in the security protocols and waited for it do its crypto somersaults and let him get on with his job. While the system ran its diagnostics, Eli phoned Gal to say he was home safe and sound and also that he’d picked up some delicacies from the Käfer-Schänke delicatessen that were now nestling in his office fridge. He knew she’d love that – they could have a feast and a catch-up when he got back.

The phone had just begun to ring when there was a knock on the door, followed by a head poking around it. Gal picked up at the same time as Nathan sidled into the office. 

‘Hey,’ Gal said.

‘I’m back,’ Eli said.

‘I can hear that.’ There was laughter in her voice. ‘How was it?’

‘Yeah, good, I’ll see you soon,’ Eli said, eyeing Nathan who was standing in front of his desk, arms folded.

‘Are you okay?’ Gal said.

‘I’ll call you right back, chamudi. One of my team has just come into my office and we need to talk.’

‘Okay, neshikot.’

‘You too.’

During this interchange Nathan had moved from standing in front of Eli’s desk and had strutted to the end of the office. Everything about Nathan said he was pitching for a fight; from the bookshelf he picked up a book and sat down in one of the armchairs, flicking the pages, looking at the back cover, noting the picture of the author but not reading. Eli could see that he was preparing his speech. 

‘Is it true that Rafi is coming to London to be deputy head of station?’ Nathan said as soon as Eli’s call was finished. 

‘Yes. Though I’m surprised the jungle drums got here so quickly. I’d have liked to have told you myself.’

‘What about me?’ Didn’t you like the plan that Lev and I put together for the gambler? Was that it? Wasn’t it good enough?’

This was not the time to say he hadn’t read it because it was too long. Eli put on his best spy-runner face, the one that said warmth, concern, interest, respect. The face that shielded his sense of triumph that he was going to box in Nathan and keep him busy with the small jobs.

Eli leant across the desk and opened his hands. ‘Nathan, I need you and Lev to work on something important and specific. It’s work that only you can do, which is why I drafted in Rafi to do the donkey work; you know the accounts, the expenses, the watchers’ rosters, liaison with our diplomats, even your art competition, while you and Lev, with your unique skill set, work an extremely sensitive operation.’

‘Really?’ 

‘Yes. I wanted to announce it at the morning meeting tomorrow when Lev was present, but, since you’re here, I’ll tell you now and you can think about it overnight. I’d appreciate it if you see what you can come up with.’

Eli described the evangelist who was relocating to the UK, Charlene’s little afterthought, an event that was trivial compared to the importance of back-channel conversations with the Russians and the crucial recruitment drive to get someone into ARR. The MI5 liaison would be a junior staff member, maybe even a probationer in charge of updating the watchlist, so Nathan would be able to do the least damage. Meanwhile, Eli bigged up the threat of the evangelist, dressed up the operation as a promotion that would enhance Nathan’s career and by the time he’d left the room not only was Nathan side-lined, but Eli had shifted Operation Nutjob off his desk. Result.


Chapter 12

They’d picnicked on the coffee table in the sitting room and Eli had taken great pleasure in watching Gal open the grey knapsack he’d bought at Käfer-Schänke. He knew she’d like it; it was retro and quirky and looked like it should have been owned by the von Trapps when they were escaping the Nazis in The Sound of Music. 

He’d packed it with treats from the delicatessen: the Ammerländer Schinken and Rohschinken meat and the Handkäse cheese. With it they ate sauerkraut, pickled beets and dark rye bread and drank the same German Riesling that Milne had suggested as an aperitif. 

‘It’s interesting,’ Gal said. ‘Strong tasting, spicy. Is all the food like this?’

‘I don’t know, I was only there for two days and there wasn’t much downtime, but we should go back there sometime,’ Eli said. ‘It’s vibrant, exciting.’

‘Munich?’ Gal wrinkled her nose.

‘That’s history, Gal. The Olympic disaster happened fifty-odd years ago, we can’t keep going over and over old hurts. You should know – it’s not healthy, is it?’

‘You’re right.’ She clinked his glass with her own and took a sip of the Riesling. ‘You must be hanging out with a fancy psychologist.’ 

‘You guessed.’ He reached over and stroked the curve of her cheek.

Gal told Eli everything that had happened while he was away and how, because of her qualifications and academic references, she’d been fast-tracked on the programme to help children with PTSD and had her first clinic that afternoon. 

‘That’s great,’ Eli said. ‘Although, I’m not surprised. It must have been like winning the lottery for the charity to have you on their doorstep.’

‘I guess,’ Gal said, but she looked pleased.

‘How was it?’ Eli said.

Gal went into some detail, talking about the clinic, the facilities, the therapies she was going to try and then the three children from three different families that she’d seen. He was listening but with half an ear while he thought about the next day. Rafi was coming in on a night flight and would be there for the morning meeting. Eli was surprised how much he was looking forward to seeing him; it would be good to get his perspective on the state of operations.

‘… and the last patient was the hardest. Ukrainian. They’d been bombed out twice and spent months sleeping in a shelter. Not much food or water and it was cold.’

‘Terrible,’ Eli said automatically. He wondered if he could get Rafi to coordinate the CIA/SVR/MI6 meeting at the Cork Street gallery – that would be a big help because he didn’t want Nathan anywhere near it. 

‘As ever, the parents are the bigger problem. The mother doesn’t speak much English, but the father is some sort of radio frequency geek so he has decent English, but he’s not helping the child.’

‘What did you say?’ Eli had surfaced. 

‘He’s not helping the child. He’s making the child’s anxiety worse because of his inability to comfort the child, which probably goes back to his own poor parenting.’

Gal had stood up and was loading the tray with the remains of their meal. Eli scampered to his feet to help her. 

‘Let me do that. You sit down, you’ve had a hard day. I’ll put this stuff away and then come back and massage your feet. How about that?’

‘I’m not arguing.’ Gal settled back on the deep sofa. Almost as an afterthought, Eli said, ‘So, the father is a distant father and some sort of systems engineer? Well, you could hardly expect someone with that type of background to have the emotional skills to engage with their traumatised child, could you? How educated is he?’


Chapter 13

Despite having been on the red-eye flight from Tel Aviv, Rafi looked fresh as he knocked back a Pret A Manger smoothie. He smacked his lips with relish and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

‘It’s good to be back, achi, bro,’ he said. ‘You don’t know how much I missed you.’

‘Fuck off and don’t put that bottle down on the carpet, it’s leaking.’

Rafi rolled his eyes but moved the bottle to the bookcase before taking his laptop from his rucksack and settling himself back on the armchair.

It was 7:15 and Eli was briefing Rafi before the morning meeting, and, slightly to Eli’s chagrin, he had to admit that Rafi was well-prepared. While Eli ran through the operations, staffing, resources and where Rafi might plug in, Rafi tapped at his laptop and asked questions about the team; questions that drilled right down to the marrow, and, for the moment at least, he acted like a professional intelligence officer and not the glory boy that Eli loathed.

‘I had some thoughts about the Cork Street meeting,’ Rafi said. ‘We need to be tooled up with watchers, but we also don’t want to be over-exposed in terms of MI5.’

‘Agreed. What’s your plan?’

‘Is that Great Pulteney Street safe house still available? The one in the basement at the Beak Street end.’

‘Yes, it is.’ 

‘So we stick to two teams of three, but we have a third with all the kit, wigs and so on in the safe house. It’s five minutes on the bike, less than nine on foot, good sightlines and because it’s off the main entertainment drags, easier to glitch the CCTV just to be on the safe side.’

‘Thank you, that will work well.’

Rafi also had some ideas about getting someone into ARR. He was sitting on the edge of the chair and massaging his beard with the heel of his hand. ‘Maybe we could get into a recruitment company with clearance that supplies cleaners.’

‘Possible,’ Eli said. ‘A little tangential, but worth looking into.’

‘Or… maybe we could find someone on the production line. All we’d need to do is get the watchers in place for a week or so, find people coming off nightshifts and find a target.’

Eli sipped at his coffee before he replied, ‘That would take a while, but it’s a legitimate plan.’

‘Let’s do it,’ Rafi said.

So impressed had Eli been by Rafi that he decided he may as well include in his briefing the reason for his own sleepless night: the Ukrainian systems engineer whose son was Gal’s patient. 

Eli took another sip of coffee. ‘Sometimes, a perfect peach falls into one’s lap,’ he said. ‘But you take a bite and find that the peach is infested with maggots.’

The younger man stopped stroking his beard. ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Give me a break, Eli, I’ve been up all night.’

‘Gal, my wife, has – unknowingly – come across a potential target.’ Eli went on to tell Rafi about the father of the Ukrainian kid with PTSD. As he was speaking, he felt increasingly bad, not least because he saw Rafi shift forward in excitement.

‘That’s fantastic,’ Rafi said. ‘What a stroke of luck, and you know what Yuval says about luck.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Eli said. 

Yuval always quoted Napoleon’s ‘Don’t give me generals who are brilliant, give me generals who are lucky.’ And it was inarguable, there was an immense amount of luck in an operation’s success or failure, but that wasn’t the issue. 

Eli went on. ‘There’s a big problem.’

‘What?’ Rafi said. ‘What’s the problem? Gal has a lead to a potential target, fantastic. Before we kill ourselves with either surveillance or trying to get into a feeder company, we check out her lead.’

‘The problem is that Gal won’t help.’ Eli saw Rafi’s brow crease as he listened. ‘She won’t give us the operational information we need to see if this really is a perfect peach or whether the guy’s a waste of time.’

‘What did she say? She’s your wife, man, can’t you persuade her? A present, a trip – that always works for Hannah.’

‘I didn’t ask her. I didn’t have to, I know she won’t help. She’s big on professional integrity and confidentiality. She’d lose any credibility she has in her field and she just wouldn’t do it. I know her.’

‘You’re kidding, she married you, didn’t she? What does she think you do for a living?’

‘I don’t tell her about operations or how dirty it gets.’ Eli tried not to sound pompous but failed. ‘Not least because we’re not supposed to.’

Rafi shook his head to show his impatience. ‘What about Israel, keeping us safe and all that blah blah.’

‘Have you ever actually talked to Gal? She’s serious.’

The younger man stood up and paced the room. He was strikingly handsome; the girls back home in the Collections Division called Rafi ‘movie star’, and there’d be a quiver of excitement when he roamed through their department in his black leather jacket – Eli had found this profoundly irritating but he realised he was going to have to get over it.

Eventually, Rafi sat down again, but this time on the corner of Eli’s desk. ‘Eli, listen to me. For all you know, this radio wave geek could be a television engineer, somebody who’d never get a job in a drone facility in a million years and you could be getting yourself in a flap over nothing.’

‘True. That’s entirely possible.’

‘So, don’t worry about it. Remember what my grandmother said. “Quien mucho pensa, no se la fada Yersalaim.” You think too much.’

‘I knew there was a reason why I didn’t want you as my deputy,’ Eli said. ‘I get enough of this Kingdom of Heaven crap from Nathan.’

‘Shtuyot,’ Rafi said. ‘Stupid, you know I’m right. We check out the radio wave guy without Gal knowing. And if the guy does turn out to be interesting, well, that’s when we work out how to handle Gal.’

Eli thought about it. ‘You’re right. And at the same time, we’ll do some desk research on feeder companies to the drone facility, and do a sweep of the academic institutions where we still have friends.’ 

‘Good.’ Rafi got up from the corner of the desk and went back to sit on the armchair. ‘What news of Trainer?’ Rafi used the cover name for the woman he and Eli had worked with when Rafi was last in the UK; the woman he’d slept with, much to Eli’s fury at this unprofessional conduct.

‘I’ve kept in touch with her ever since…’ Eli let the sentence trail off. ‘She seems to be doing okay at that security company, making good money, having a nice life. And she’s seeing a lot of that English guy.’ Eli noted with satisfaction Rafi’s arrested expression. 

Eli went on. ‘You know, the ex-army guy who isn’t married and hasn’t got three kids with his current wife. By the way, how is Hannah? When will she be joining you here?’

‘She’ll be here with the girls as soon as I get the apartment sorted. I’m going out with the embassy estates manager to see four places this afternoon. One of them will be okay. Where exactly are you living? Wouldn’t it be great if we were neighbours? We could have coffee together in the morning.’ He flashed Eli a white smile.

Eli knew he was trying to wind him up and was spared the necessity of responding by a knock on the door.

‘Probably Nathan,’ Eli said. But he was wrong. The man who stalked into the room, holding a piece of paper, waving it at Eli, like a flag, was Yossi. 

Eli pushed his chair back and went to greet the frowning Yossi, determined not to let himself get irritated. ‘Perfect timing, Yossi. You know Rafi, he’s just been appointed my new deputy so we’re getting up to speed and—’

‘There’s been another stabbing.’

Yossi wouldn’t sit down, he just paced up and down and demanded to know what they were going to do about it. Eli was soothing. ‘I’ll tell you exactly what we’re going to do. Rafi will personally handle this situation, because it’s that serious. So you assure the ambassador that we will use any additional resources we need to get right to the bottom of the incident and Rafi will make it his number one priority.’

Rafi nodded. ‘I’ll come to your office after the morning meeting and tell you what we’re going to do. Or would you prefer to wait until we have some concrete information?’

It was masterly. 

Having agreed to do what Yossi wanted and then some, the man had nowhere to go except out of the room and scuttle back to the ambassador, where he could report that action would be taken. 

Yuval had been right. Rafi was a class act in terms of operational experience and he’d certainly smoothed Yossi’s feathers, but it remained to be seen how he’d handle the unit. As they made their way to the meeting room for the morning meeting, Eli wondered if Nathan would try to stir up trouble for his replacement. 

Inside, Nathan and Lev, one short and one tall, were already at the table hunched over their laptop presentation. Rafi stepped in front of him.

‘How the hell are you, habibi?’ Rafi man-hugged Nathan and playfully biffed him on the arm. ‘And what about you, big guy?’ he said to Lev. ‘Dvora’s coffee shop has gone bust without you turning up on a Saturday morning.’

Lev smiled and nodded in response. He looked more animated than Eli had seen him for a long time. Adam and Urit were next to arrive, shortly followed by Segev. Eli was impressed when Rafi looked at the first-term case officer, narrowed his eyes and said, ‘Adam Regev, isn’t it? Weren’t you in a talk I gave at the Country Club two years ago?’ 

There was no way that Rafi could have remembered the name of one of the students on the training course. Adam beamed with delight.

‘Now that we’re all here, let’s get going,’ Eli said. ‘I want to start with your updates for ongoing operations and then I’ll brief you on what’s upcoming.’

When it came to Nathan and Lev’s operation, Segev took over the remote control and linked it to Nathan’s laptop. The overhead screen at the end of the room showed a picture of the pub where the contact with the gambler had been made by Lev. 

‘Smooth as silk,’ Nathan said. Lev nodded in agreement. Nathan continued. ‘Lev played a Syrian businessman. He sat on the slot machine next to the target. How natural that they should start talking about different machines and wins. After he lost, Lev took the target to a pub where Segev had rigged the machine to deliver wins.’

‘How did you do that?’ Eli said. 

‘It was our machine,’ Nathan said. ‘We offered it to the pub for a seven-day free trial plus a cash bonus.’

‘Very good,’ Eli said. ‘And I see he’s already started to supply product. That’s fast. Is it any good or is he trying to get away with rubbish?’

Urit pitched in. ‘I’m still verifying it but on a first assessment it looks good grade.’

Eli said, ‘Well done. Okay, Nathan knows a little about an operation that’s been flagged by our friends in the CIA. It’s to our advantage that you and Lev are working together because Lev’s Shabak background will be helpful.’

Eli described the American that Charlene wanted on the watchlist and ticked another box. By the time he’d wrapped the meeting and was walking back to his office with Rafi, Eli felt like a load had been lifted off his shoulders. ‘I’d buy you lunch,’ Eli said. ‘But before you see a menu, you’ve got to go and sort out that prick Yossi and tell him we’re sending in a special unit to take out whoever stabbed this tourist.’

Rafi stopped. ‘I read the full signal in the meeting. Apparently there were a couple of cars in the vicinity of the stabbing but the police are never going to give us that information. You know, if Trainer is working for the fancy security company, we could ask her to do us a favour and help hack the DVLA. We don’t want to do it.’

‘Trainer?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Maybe.’ Eli thought for a moment. ‘You keep Yossi happy and organise the backdoor meeting with Milne, Charlene and the Russian, and keep Nathan out of it, and I’ll have a think about Trainer. We are light on experienced local help and we’re going to need our best people for the drone operation.’

‘And she is the best,’ Rafi said.

‘Yep.’ Eli looked up at him. ‘She is the best… You wouldn’t have another agenda in suggesting we bring back Trainer, would you?’


Chapter 14

It was Saturday afternoon, a week or so since Matt had gone, and Petra was recovering after a tough kick-boxing session. She sat on the sofa in her sweats and felt her obliques twinge. It was good, it helped clear away the week’s crap.

Tom, the intern, had trailed after her all week like a dog, so now Petra craved some time to herself. Although she’d said that Eli might come by for a cup of coffee, she’d agreed without enthusiasm.

The phone conversation suggesting it would be nice to catch up implied this was a social event, but Petra recognised the subtext: the Office was keeping an eye on her and weren’t about to let her disappear for good. Thinking about the odd relationship, Petra stretched her legs and massaged a knot in her quads. She concluded that there were a lot of things to get incensed about, but this wasn’t one of them.

After the disastrous operation that had scarred both of them, Eli had told her his real name and that had changed the dynamic between them. Each of them now recognised the other, knew what they were capable of and also knew they’d lied to the other during the course of the operation. Petra was still economical with the truth. 

The doorbell rang.

Petra opened it and turned to go into the kitchen to power up the coffee machine. Instead of following her to the breakfast bar, Eli hovered by the dining room table, looking at the framed photographs on the fireplace surround. 

‘You’ve done so much work since I was here’ he said. ‘Beautiful. Are the tiles around the fireplace original?’

‘They’re original, but not to this fireplace.’ Petra thought for a moment about the overpriced tiles she’d found off the King’s Road and what she was doing at Corudon to pay for them. 

‘How’s everything?’ Eli said. ‘You’re looking good.’

‘Thanks. Busy at work. I’ve got an intern shadowing me.’ 

Eli sat down at the dining table while Petra busied herself in the kitchen. He said, ‘And Matt?’

‘He’s just started a new job.’ 

That was as much as she was prepared to tell Eli. She hadn’t sorted out in her own mind how she felt about Matt’s demands to change their relationship into one that wasn’t shrouded in layers of lies. Among those lies were these visits from Eli. Where would she begin to talk about the bond between herself and Eli? How could she explain that they’d betrayed each other and later shared the grief of loss and failure? 

‘Good,’ Eli said. ‘There’s something we want to ask you to do.’

‘Really?’ Petra put the coffees down on the table before she sat opposite Eli. ‘Go on.’ 

‘Were you aware that there have been a couple of stabbings of Israeli tourists?’

‘No. There are stabbings all the time. Isn’t it the crime of the day in cities?’

Eli nodded. ‘It hasn’t made the headlines and we’re hopeful, or rather I’m hopeful that it’s not a trend but we’re under some pressure to look into it—’

‘Pressure?’

‘Yes, pressure. We need to assure the powers that be that it’s random – which is what I think.’

Petra said nothing for a moment or two. ‘You may as well know that I have some issues with “the powers that be”.  I’m going to put that aside for a moment and ask you a question. Do you think it could be some far-right initiative trying to stir it up? Remember Jo Cox? And then there was another woman MP.’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ Eli said. ‘And there are those among us who agree, but I don’t see these groups being organised enough to do one stabbing in Shoreditch and another one in Leeds on the other side of the country.’

‘You have heard of the internet, haven’t you? Groups can be recruited from anywhere and dispersed.’

‘Okay, okay. Anyway, it’s great that you think this is worth doing because we need you to access the DVLA database from Corudon. We’ve got a couple of number plates which were apparently at the scene of the crime and it would be helpful if we had the associated addresses.’

‘Happy to help,’ she said.  She could delegate to Tom; it would be like water off a duck’s back.

Eli finished his coffee and then shifted in his chair. 

‘Something else,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to say yes or no at this stage but if there is some further work associated with the operation you might find yourself working with Rafi again. Would that be a problem?’

‘Rafi? Of course it would be a problem; he’s an arsehole.’ 

‘Petra, I told you before, he’s been completely cleared; he was framed by the British for their own reasons and they admitted it to me. He did nothing wrong.’

‘He’s still an arsehole. He lies and he makes it up as he goes along.’

‘We all do that,’ Eli said. ‘That’s the job, that’s what we do. Tell lies and use our initiative. But we do these things not for ourselves or personal gain, but because it’s the job. And Rafi is good at it. You can’t deny that.’

Petra picked up the cups and took them into the kitchen area. Rafi might have been good at the job but she’d always known when he was lying to her. That was the problem. ‘He’s a pain, he thinks he’s God’s gift to humanity, and I do not want to have anything to do with him.’

‘I’m not disputing his… style. But I gave an assurance to my superiors that we would put our best people on this operation. That’s Rafi and that’s you.’

‘Whatever you said to anybody is not my problem. And I just told you, I’m not working with him.’

‘Okay, okay, I hear you.’ 

‘Good.’

‘And in any event, you don’t have to decide right now. The number plate research might lead to a dead end and I will be proved right, that there’s nothing sinister about these stabbings.’ 

At this blatant disregard for what had just gone before. Petra shook her head at Eli across the kitchen island. ‘Tell me something, Eli, do you ever drop the spy-runner crap for one minute and take no for an answer?’

‘Not if I can help it. That’s the job.’


Chapter 15

On the train on her way to Corudon on Monday morning, Petra closed her eyes and allowed her mind to cast back to the conversation with Eli about Rafi and beyond. Around her she heard the noise and bustle as the South West train stopped at all stations en route to Waterloo, yet Petra was back in time to Rafi. 

They had history.

And that history went way back beyond the events of last summer; it went further back than Matt and Corudon; it went all the way back to her younger self. She sighed, thinking for a moment about Rafi as he’d been when he was a bag boy, she was a new recruit as local help and Alon had been head of London station. Being a bag boy was the Mossad equivalent of an internship or a summer job before being accepted on the organisation’s training course. Other ways in were as sky marshals, the young men and women who flew at the back of passenger aircraft to and from Israel, ready to thwart a hijack but more often than not, studying for exams. 

Fresh out of the unit, Rafi’s job was to pick up and deliver documents to meetings so that case officers and their agents would never be carrying anything themselves. A boy or girl with a Sainsbury’s carrier bag of fresh passports beneath fresh fruit, could slip and slide around city streets under the radar. Rafi was that boy. She remembered the first time she’d seen the new bag boy and noticed how handsome he was, then clean-shaven, tall, dark and very fit. She was at a meeting with Alon in a hotel lounge in Bayswater Road and they were in deep discussion about some knotty problem that she had long since forgotten. Alon was holding forth, as was his custom, and she was arguing back, as was hers. Rafi had approached them, picked up the bag that was at Alon’s feet, nodded an acknowledgement and then turned around so that Alon couldn’t see his face, and winked at her. It was quintessential chutzpah.

The wink became a smile, the smile became a phone number and a rose petal slipped into the delivery of a fake passport. She didn’t use the number but neither did she report him, which is what she should have done. One Monday evening, after she’d spent a miserable weekend on an operation in Sheffield, staying in a rundown hotel near the home of a Syrian chemistry student, she stepped out, found a functioning phone box and called Rafi.

She didn’t think of it as a relationship, even in the quiet moments after they’d had sex and she felt mellow. It wasn’t like that. It was sex. Satisfying sex that took her mind off the day-to-day stress of the work. It wasn’t only the adrenaline rush that was exhausting, it was the burden of working on multiple operations at the same time. She’d go into a meeting with a potential new agent with a clear agenda in her mind; the need to find out operational information, the need to impart a clear message that might attract them and she had to memorise every detail of the contact so that she could report it later. She was permanently wired.

If she wasn’t working, often she was on her own because she’d had to step away from the friends who were too interested in her, friends who asked questions about the fake job she was supposed to be doing that took up evenings and weekends. Good friends had been lost because they asked too many questions and listened to the answers – and there was one friend in particular, a schoolfriend, who was funny and joyful and intelligent, with whom she’d shared homework and first boyfriends, broken hearts and even the mysteries of tampons. But Rosie asked Petra too many questions. After Petra left the Office, one of the first things she did was Google Rosie only to find her obituary; she’d died early with breast cancer. Losing touch with Rosie because of the job was something Petra regretted. 

Even those friends or potential lovers with whom Petra made dates, like as not she would have to cancel at the last minute because of some operational requirement. In the end Petra gave up trying to have a social life; it was easier not to make arrangements with people that she might have to let down. Easier to go home, have a microwave dinner and a glass of wine and send a text message to Rafi. No demands, not much connection but stress-busting sex. 

What about now? Could she work with him again? Yeah, she had no illusions about him and he hadn’t reached her, for all his sex appeal. But then, did anything reach her in that way? Had the ability to be open and to trust been eroded by the job and could you have a relationship without that? Would she ever be able to open up to Matt – because that’s what he wanted.

Outside the carriage, the buildings and platforms of Vauxhall came into view and around Petra, people gathered bags and readied themselves for the day ahead.

Fifteen minutes later, Petra spotted Tom in the breakout coffee area of Corudon. He was at the black circular table tapping away at his laptop, thinking, frowning, even shaking his head. 

‘Hey,’ Petra said. ‘May I join you?’

He smiled up at her. ‘Of course.’

‘What are you working on?’ Petra took out her own laptop from her bag and placed it on the table.

‘A report for Felix, about forensic accounting in some of the bigger firms.’

‘May I see it?’ 

‘I’d love that, thank you. I’m not sure I can actually say that the company acted without written consent if we haven’t had full access to the data.’

He swivelled his computer around with great care and stood behind her. Petra could see that Tom wasn’t about to repeat a coffee-spilling incident. 

‘It’s that paragraph.’

She read the paragraph – he wrote well, with fluency. He was brighter than he looked.

‘I think that’s good,’ she said. ‘Really good. When you’re done, I’ve got a job for you, you might find it interesting. How long are you going to be on this?’

‘Thirty minutes.’ 

‘I’ll meet you on level four, I’ll find some space by the data depository.’

As Petra passed the laptop back to Tom, a folder on his screen caught her eye.

‘What’s that?’ Petra said, peering at the Arabic script under the folder. 

‘That? Oh… oh it’s nothing… it’s just—’

‘Sorry. It’s none of my business.’

‘No, no, it’s all right. I’m trying to keep my Arabic up. I spent five years studying Arabic poetry and there’s not been much use for it since I finished, so I’m er… trying to write some poems in the Arabic style. I don’t do it when I’m here,’ Tom said in a hurry. ‘Felix was clear about what’s expected when I’m in the office, but I do look at the folder when I’m commuting.’

‘I’m impressed. Does Felix know you have Arabic?’

‘I failed the final exam for a couple of reasons so I thought it best not to include it on my CV. Do you think it would help if he knew I’d done it?’

‘Yes. Unusual languages are attractive.’

‘Wish I’d done Mandarin like Sajid. Or Russian, like Cara. Who cares about Arabic?’

The interns were in intense competition with each other because in spite of there being six of them in the building at any one time, there was only one job. This rivalry was an opportunity Petra could use.

‘Send me your CV. I’ll see if I can brighten it up.’


Chapter 16

Petra had grabbed one of the sofas in the corner seating area next to Data Depository on the fourth floor. It was a nice space with a suspended ceiling and architectural dividers. But the sofas, tucked behind a low cupboard were at a premium; they gave the most privacy. A perfect place for her to pitch. 

Tom was late and flustered when he found her. He’d taken longer than thirty minutes to finish the piece; it was no bad thing, it put him at a disadvantage. She gestured for him to sit by her side and seeing that he was about to take out his laptop, she stopped him. She opened her own laptop. ‘I want you to use mine, you’ll see why in a minute.’ 

‘Okay,’ Tom said with an air of trepidation. 

Petra placed the computer in front of them on the coffee table. ‘We’re going to do a training exercise.’

On her screen was the hacked CCTV footage of the cars seen at the site of the most recent stabbing and a grainy still of another car. 

Petra consulted her watch and set a timer. 

‘I’m going to give you ten minutes to see if you can link addresses to those number plates. You need to decide what’s the most efficient way of getting the information.’ 

Now that he knew what it was, Tom appeared to like the challenge. He sat up straight and pulled the computer onto his lap. Petra left him to it and went to gaze out of the window at the plants in the atrium of the building. It was a simple matter and she wondered why Eli had asked her to do it, but what the hell. While the minutes ticked by, she needed to quash any qualms she might have about using Tom before launching into her spiel. As she leaned over the railing and quaffed some coffee she ran through the constituent parts of her patter – and it was patter, a series of lies to get what she wanted.   

After ten minutes Petra returned to the sofa and saw Tom had written the addresses on his notepad. 

Next, Petra spent twenty minutes explaining what she’d done to his CV to make it as attractive as possible to Corudon. This was the carrot. The quid pro quo. She’d pared the CV back and referenced Tom’s tech support at the university library and his translation of Imru’ al-Qais’s poetry. She said it demonstrated his analytical approach. Petra had no idea if it was true, but Tom loved it. 

‘That’s so kind of you,’ he said. ‘I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.’ 

‘I know how hard it is to get that first gig. It’s only what I did for my godson.’ A godson she didn’t have.

Tom studied the text again and nodded as he read. 

Now was the time. ‘Tom, there’s something else I’ve been working on and I think you can help.’

Tom looked up at her. She went on. ‘It’s sensitive because a vulnerable young woman is involved.’

‘Oh.’ Tom looked alarmed. ‘I’m sorry.’

Tone it down; she needed to sound more matter of fact.

‘As you know, part of what we do, and part of my area is high-end divorces; the ones that sometimes end up in the public domain because of the money and the vitriol. Sadly, by the time we’re involved, the outcome is either ghastly or appalling.’

That part was true and, as ever, the truth supported the lie. Tom had his head to one side as he absorbed what Petra was saying; she made a point of mirroring the angle, but not his entire body language. That might have been too much. There was subtlety about lying effectively, she didn’t want to over-emote and, like an actor, in her preparation, she’d picked an appropriate scene and emotion to help her hit the precise note for what she was about to say next. She needed to be caring yet also matter of fact. 

Petra looked into Tom’s eyes. ‘One of my divorce clients has a teenage daughter who’s written a journal. My client, who is the English speaker in the relationship, found the journal but she can’t read it because it’s handwritten in Arabic. The kid has been self-harming and been diagnosed as having schizophrenic episodes.’

‘That’s awful. I’m sorry.’

‘It is awful. Naturally, my client is deeply concerned. I should say former client, the case has been concluded so I’m helping her pro bono; you need to know Felix would not approve.’

‘I get it.’ 

Petra continued. ‘We don’t know exactly what’s in the journal, but it needs to be handled carefully because it may spoil the kid’s education and career prospects. You know how people with mental health issues are stigmatised.’

Tom was nodding, utterly convinced by what Petra was saying.

She went on. ‘Here’s the thing, Tom, the ask. Would it be at all possible for you to translate the journal, discreetly and in your own time? There’s no rush but I think it would be a kindness. I will pay you for all the time—’

‘Don’t even think about it. I want to do it, I want to help you, help someone else.’

‘Thank you.’

Her lies had worked. She’d been able to picture it so clearly that she almost believed that there was a client with a disturbed daughter and an unread journal – instead of the book she’d been given by a young woman who’d been blown to bits.


Chapter 17

The moment Eli walked through the door of Singapore Garden restaurant in Swiss Cottage, he knew that he’d made a mistake. A rookie mistake come to that, one that an intelligence officer with his body of experience shouldn’t have made. Friday night and the place was heaving – and that was the problem; how was he supposed to have a careful conversation with Gal and extract the information he needed amid the hustle and bustle of the place?

But it had been Gal’s choice. So, the first rule of managing a target, which was to control the environment, had been broken. The greater problem for Eli was that Gal shouldn’t have been a target in the first place. He sighed as he sat down at the table and held the menu. 

‘What’s wrong?’ Gal said. ‘Something at work bothering you? How’s Rafi fitting in?’

‘Yeah, good, surprisingly good.’ Eli chose to answer the second question – the one he could answer. ‘Rafi’s doing well. I didn’t think he would or even could, but he’s showing a new side.’

‘All that machismo was probably insecurity. It’s a common male response in an environment where the majority are other men. It’s deeply wired. Can’t show weakness or you’ll be attacked by the tribe.’ Gal sipped her gin and tonic and smiled at Eli. It was a smile that made him feel both warm and wretched. Oh yes, Rafi was certainly doing well; it had been his idea for Eli to have this dinner with Gal to try to gather some operational information to help with a contact.

‘Achi,’ Rafi had said that afternoon when they were talking about the dinner date. ‘It’s too good an opportunity to throw away. If our situation were reversed and Hannah had the interesting contact, you’d say the same thing.’

Rafi was right. The difference was that it wouldn’t bother him to lie to his wife – his second wife – he made a habit of it. 

Eli swallowed a mouthful of beer and continued to study the menu – a specious occupation as he knew what he was going to have because he always had the same thing. Meanwhile, Gal went on. ‘Rafi may well turn out to have a sensitive side and be in touch with his feelings.’

‘Somehow I doubt that.’ 

‘Are you okay?’ 

‘Sorry, my digestion is kicking off again. I’ve been grabbing too many bourekas in the embassy café. By the way, is that a new dress? I like it, sombre but sexy.’

The long-sleeved, mid-calf black dress, high to the neck, suited her willowy frame and made her eyes sparkle.

‘I went shopping with Sara while you were in Germany. It wasn’t cheap, but I’ll also be able to wear it for work.’

‘How is work?’

As if programmed to thwart Eli, a server clutching an electronic device had appeared and was demanding to know if they had made their choice. This was the problem that Eli had expected, the problem with restaurants. The problem with busy north London restaurants on a Friday night when the owners wanted their table back for another sitting.

‘Shall we?’ Eli said to Gal.

She nodded, the unspoken conversation of a marriage.

Eli ordered what they always ate: seaweed and chicken satay to start; followed by the fish of the day; steamed rice and pak choi with garlic and oyster sauce. And another beer for him. 

Having despatched the server, Eli went back to the job in hand; he tried to talk to Gal about the Ukrainian. Tried to find out if the man was of interest and if there was something about him that would help recruit him – like the Iranian with the gambling habit. He tried to do this without Gal knowing, but it was nigh on impossible.

Eli thought about MICE, the antiquated acronym that stood for the four triggers for the potential recruitment of agents. In the early years of the century some bright spark at the CIA had come up with an alternative, RASCALS – Reciprocation, Authority, Scarcity, Consistency, Liking and Social Proof, but it had never caught on in the international intelligence community outside the training courses when essays had to be written by recruits. To Eli, who’d had to read some of those essays, it felt like change for the sake of change, a situation where nothing was broken but the CIA was trying to fix it with a fancy acronym. MICE it was and MICE it remained. Money, Ideology, Coercion or Kompromat, as the Russians liked to call it, and Ego – that covered all the necessary permutations of what made a man or woman betray their country.  

The problem was, with Gal none of the triggers would work; it was laughable to think that it would, so Eli was reduced to cheating on his wife in a more profound way than anything Rafi had done in his life.

‘How’s work going?’ Eli said again. ‘Is any of what you’re doing feeding into your book?’

‘It’s too early to say.’ Gal helped herself to the chicken satay and waved a hand in front of her mouth because it was hot. She swallowed and went on. ‘It’s interesting because there are parallels with the kids I’ve worked with back home who’ve experienced bombing and terror attacks, but what’s unique with these kids is the trauma associated with the change in their environment and culture.’

Gal warmed to her subject, but it took Eli absolutely nowhere in his aim of finding out about the Ukrainian kid’s father: all it showed was Gal’s expertise. 

‘How about parenting?’ he ventured at an appropriate moment. ‘Isn’t that part of the package in terms of how kids deal with trauma?’

‘It’s a big part of it. If a parent is freaking out then a kid’s world is doubly threatened.’

‘And are you able to ascertain if the parents have freaked out? You don’t do much work with them, do you?’

‘No, I don’t. I get a sense of the family dynamics when I meet them for the first time but I’m there for the kids, I’m not there for the adults. There are other resources for them if they choose to take them.’ Gal paused. ‘You’re not eating, Eli. Don’t you like the fish?’

‘I was just interested in what you were saying,’ he said and used his chopsticks to push around the meal in front of him. 

Clearly, this approach wasn’t working so he needed to switch to the backup plan. He went back to talking to Gal about the book she was working on, how the new work was feeding into it and how she was finding working in her new home office. 

‘I love it. I have everything organised and it’s such a pleasure to work there.’ She beamed at him, eyes alight with joy. ‘You know, Eli, I don’t say enough how much I appreciate your support for my career. Thank you, you’re the best of husbands.’

It was a short walk from the restaurant to their apartment, and Eli held Gal’s hand in his own, as if to guide her along the streets. It was an unusual gesture after twenty-something years of marriage, but it was an unusual night; he’d never before brought this level of ugliness from his work into the heart of their life together and he wanted to reassure both himself and Gal that nothing had changed between them – even though he knew that it had.

Back at the apartment, they adopted their well-worn habit and both went into the kitchen where Eli filled the kettle and switched it on while Gal helped herself to a glass of water at the sink.

‘That food always makes me thirsty,’ she said. ‘No matter how much jasmine tea I drink.’

‘I’m making a peppermint tea for myself, would you like one?’ Eli said. 

‘Was it too spicy for you as well? You should have said something, we don’t have to go there just because we always go there. Times change and so do we.’ 

‘I’m prepared to suffer every so often. Remind me, do you have that Amos Oz book on your shelves… what was it called? I’d like to re-read it. I was thinking about it the other day… not the last one, it’s an old one… Yeah, Black Box, the one with the letters. Remember, we found a first edition at that bookshop in Jerusalem?’

‘It’s on my bookshelf, second shelf I think, somewhere on the left. Why don’t you make the tea and—’

‘Why don’t you finish the tea and I’ll get the book. I’m better on ladders than you.’ Eli was out of the kitchen and into Gal’s office with the memory chip in his jeans pocket. He’d been carrying it around with him all evening; conscious of the plastic digging into him, a reminder of the line he was about to cross. 

Eli glanced up at the shelving. ‘There’s a lot of books here I haven’t seen for a while,’ Eli said, talking loudly towards the open door. He plugged the memory chip into the port on the side of her computer and keyed in her password. In spite of all the times he’d told her to change it, Gal never had and he was grateful for her stubborn desire to use the name of the first horse she’d learnt to ride and the date. ‘Melech 1998’.  

It worked. A good sign. 

Another piece of luck was that it was a new computer and it sprang into action. Eli dragged the contents of his wife’s computer onto the memory chip and watched as it started to blink red. 

‘When did you get the biography of Keith Richards?’ Eli said keeping an eye on the door. ‘Have you read it?’

The chip was blinking red and loading fast, but not fast enough for Eli who could feel the meal he’d just eaten churn. The Office could have hacked into her computer, but that was one step too far; it would have required Eli to fill in a requisition form and get the okay from Tel Aviv and this was one part of the operation that he didn’t want to have on record. It would be too demeaning for Eli if his enemies back home came to know that he was spying on his own wife. 

‘What’s that?’ Gal said. ‘I can’t hear you when you’re in another room.’

‘Nothing, I’m coming,’ Eli said. The chip still flashed red, it would be another few minutes before it was finished; he didn’t want her going into her office during that time.  

Eli swiftly climbed the library ladder propped against the shelves. He grabbed the Amos Oz and Keith Richards books, jumped down the last two rungs, and holding them aloft, hurried into the kitchen. Gal was pouring boiling water into white porcelain mugs. 

‘Let’s take them to bed with us.’ Eli stroked a lock of her hair and ran his hand down to her shoulder and back. 

‘I might just go and finish something off that I had to leave before we went out,’ Gal said.

‘Really?’ 

She’d finished pouring the boiling water and he bent his head and nuzzled the point on her neck that he knew to be sensitive to a soft kiss. 

Gal understood the signal that had been honed over so many years and she chuckled. She turned to Eli and said in a huskier voice than usual, ‘Those spices.’


Chapter 18

In the days that followed, Eli spent a significant amount of time in his office at the embassy, going through the data he’d downloaded from Gal’s computer, trying to find the information and details about the Ukrainian. Of course, he could have given the job to Urit, the analyst or even Segev, but he wanted to do it himself. Nobody should know the shameful thing that he’d done, nobody apart from Rafi who’d offered to share the task but Eli felt it would be like inviting someone else to go through his wife’s drawers – he wanted to protect her from that. He knew it was paradoxical but as he sat hour after hour in his office, sometimes gazing over the laptop at the grey sky and the branches that shifted in a bitter wind, it seemed a way of mitigating what he’d done.

Countless times each day Eli stopped himself peering at the photos in her library; photos of them, together on holiday, of Doron as a baby, growing up, of her parents and herself when she was younger, beautiful, but no more beautiful than the woman he went home to. At these times he had to remind himself that the work was important and he had to haul himself out of the rabbit hole to continue with the search through her files and folders. 

It was no easy task. 

Gal had devised a system that linked the cases she was studying with specific clinical conditions in subfolders with associated source material and clinical studies. It took him two days to work that out, and not knowing the Ukrainian kid’s diagnosis meant Eli had to trawl through countless tragic stories of children who were damaged, children that Gal tried to help.

With Eli fixed at his desk, Rafi was taking the station operational weight and he was doing it well. Among the jobs was the organisation of the trilateral meeting between Milne, Charlene and Nicolai. Eli had left him to it, confident that Rafi would do all that was necessary and that he didn’t need to know the details.

Consequently, on a miserable Thursday afternoon, Rafi escorted Eli to the safe house in Great Pulteney Street. The basement space was the domain of Kia Kholman, a thirty-something woman who presided over the controlled mess. Eli knew her parents slightly, her mother had been a station head when he was a recruit. Kia had been a film student so it was no surprise that the safe house’s cover was a film set supply company, according to the scratched brass plate by the camera phone. A pale-faced blonde, she dyed her hair and brows black and it seemed fitting that she too, wasn’t what she appeared to be. At the bottom of the stairs to the basement she sat in a battered office chair in front of a sewing machine. Here she mended kit, removed labels that could identify the clothing and laundered. She also added dirt and stains to fabric as appropriate to the operation, while in the back room there was the rumble of commercial washing machines. 

Beside clothes, there was also a storeroom in the basement with racks of books, ornaments, pictures, towels and bedding. Yuval had introduced this cost-saving initiative when he was head of London station. Now and then they had to dress an apartment so that it looked like a home. Here they could fool a potential agent that they were real people with real possessions and it was a great way of engineering the type of intimacy needed to recruit some agents. Much of the stock was donated by departing diplomatic staff who didn’t want to fill their containers with paperback books, children’s used clothing and unwanted knick-knacks. It was part of Kia’s job to go through every item and make sure there were no hints as to the origin, like a bookmark from a Tel Aviv bookshop, or a Post-it note with a shopping list in Hebrew. 

The space itself was utilitarian; there were half a dozen lockers at one end by an old table and some mismatched chairs. But there was good lighting that lit up a rack of coats in different weights, a rack of gilets used for body padding to change silhouettes, and racks of labelled slip-on or zip up shoes. This was another Yuval initiative. Shoes were always the giveaway for a surveillance team, the disguise element hardest to swap around. An experienced MI5 watcher would be able to spot a change of a watchers’ rota by looking at shoes. 

This was the watchers’ domain. For standby periods, there was a cross-trainer, a bike and a rowing machine and TV screens. Here they might sit on the sofa, play cards, eat, watch football but today the space was empty. 

‘Who’s there now?’ Eli said.

‘Segev with team gimmel.’ Rafi gestured towards the screen that showed the scene of Cork Street and people arriving at the gallery. 

‘Good, we’d better be going.’ Eli exchanged pleasantries with Kia before leaving the safe house, where they walked at pace through Soho, tailed by team Aleph, who picked them up outside the menswear shop at the corner of Great Pulteney Street and Beak Street. They zigzagged through the alleys and backstreets, down Carnaby Street dodging tourists, before crossing Regent Street to the other side, the smart side. 

All the way Rafi was checking and it was clear to Eli that he’d approached this job with the precision he might have applied to a Kidon hit. Was Rafi trying to prove something, or was he really that thorough? Eli wasn’t sure which he’d prefer.

‘Are there any changes to the plan you sent me?’ Eli said as they came to the top of Cork Street and could see the gallery.

‘No. A room above the gallery has been prepared. It’s accessed through a single door. The room is on the first floor. There is a fire exit on the landing and we’ve got eyes there.’

‘Good. And we’re monitoring.’

‘Of course.’

‘Just checking.’ Eli allowed a small smile. ‘Good. And if you managed to keep Nathan away, that would be—’

‘Not quite. I needed him for the introduction to the school and then I couldn’t find a way to exclude him.’

‘Really?’

‘He says it’s a good PR opportunity, so does Yossi.’

‘Yossi?’

By this time they were inside the gallery and the space was heaving with kids, teachers, parents, while at the back of the room there was the art display. 

‘It’s a zoo,’ said Eli. 

He spotted Nicolai at the other side of the room, standing in front of a painting that owed a lot to youthful ambition and nothing to either talent or craft. Nicolai winked at him. Eli rolled his eyes. 

Milne came in moments later, spotted Eli and weaved his way through the crowd of people. 

‘Terrific location,’ he said. ‘So damn noisy nobody can hear a word.’

‘Thanks. All Rafi’s idea,’ said Eli.

‘Good man, we should meet soon. By the way, how are you getting on with Charlene’s Christian evangelist? I know she’s going to ask me.’

‘I’ve got people working on it. Nothing yet. You?’

‘The same. I think it’s a waste of time. What you have kindly initiated here is far more important in terms of political stability and cooperation.’

‘I’m in total agreement.’ 

‘I presume you’re joining us,’ Milne said, surveying the crowd milling around them.

‘I’ll affect the introductions just to be polite and because I’m technically hosting it, but then I’m going to leave you to it.’

‘Really? No doubt you’ll get the transcript.’ 

Eli smiled. ‘Of course I will.’

They stood in convivial silence, watching the throng around them. 

Eli felt a nudge in his ribs. He spun around. It was Charlene.

‘This is perfect,’ she said. ‘No one is going to be looking at us with all these people. Where do we go?’

Rafi took control and directed Charlene and Milne to the door at the back of the room. Before Eli exited the event by the main entrance, he waited and watched the senior US, UK and Russian spies drift towards the door. As he observed them he had an odd instant of presence; of being entirely in the moment. Here he stood, the fake cultural attaché surrounded by kids and parents and teachers, while the real business, the business of international security was going on upstairs. Eli had made this happen, and that’s what he did, he made important things happen. He needed to remember that, particularly as he laboured on his wife’s hard drive searching for a spy to recruit. He needed to keep his eye on the bigger picture.  

The spymasters had now left the room and Eli turned towards the double glass doors at the exit but right there, he saw Nathan deep in conversation with a parent and child. Eli turned away, took two steps and bumped into Yossi who seemed to appear out of nowhere. 

Yossi put his arm out to Eli’s forearm, stalling him. Short of shaking him off, there wasn’t much Eli could do.

‘The ambassador wants to know how you’re getting on with the stabbings.’ Yossi pointed a finger in Eli’s face. ‘If your people can’t get results, then why are we paying taxes?’ 

Eli did his best to smile, it almost worked. ‘I’ve got my best people on it, Yossi. They will get results.’


Chapter 19

Petra passed on the addresses taken from the number plates by Tom to Rafi in a café in Bayswater. It was the first time she’d seen Rafi since the events that nearly lost him his job and he seemed different. Unfamiliar. In a waxed trench coat and navy scarf double-wound around his neck in the continental way, he looked smarter, more serious. Maybe he’d been as affected by the events as she had but she wasn’t about to ask.  

‘Here.’ She slid a folded piece of paper with the addresses across the glass-topped table. ‘I hope that helps. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.’ 

‘You’re in a rush, I can see,’ Rafi said. 

‘Yep.’ She got up to go. 

‘Understood. Maybe some other time?’ 

She ignored the suggestion as she hoisted her bag over her shoulder. ‘Are you getting anywhere with this operation?’

Rafi also stood at the signal the meeting was over. ‘To be honest,’ he said, ‘we’re pushed for resources at the moment and we’re having to prioritise. We’re having real problems with local help.’ He held up the piece of paper. ‘This is really appreciated. Thank you.’

‘Let me know if there’s anything else I can do,’ Petra repeated. ‘If these stabbings are significant, let’s do something about it.’

Petra had been thinking about the stabbings of the tourists and wondering what the next steps might be, but she didn’t have time to sit around all day; she was busy and had to do some prep before an interview with the principal of a tech start-up who looked a likely proposition for acquisition. As a result, she needed to make sure she had some idea of what the company did. Tom was proving to be a big help with research and she was going to take him with her to shadow the interview itself and then to write his own version of it. He would do the version for London Finance, a dummy publication front of Corudon, while she would do the report for the potential buyer. 

When Petra got back to Corudon she went first to the coffee area to find Tom on the fourth floor. She found him sitting in the furthest corner of the furthest sofa, playing a game on his laptop. 

Petra sat herself beside him. ‘What’s up?’ she said. ‘Have you finished the prep for the interview?’

The boy didn’t look up. His face was whiter than ever and he was chewing at his lower lip. The penny dropped. 

‘Is it the job?’ Petra said.

He nodded. ‘I didn’t get it. I just got the email. Do you want to have a look?’

‘No,’ Petra said, knowing it would be a form letter with the usual platitudes. ‘I’m surprised. I wrote you a killer reference and you’re the best candidate.’ 

‘Thanks.’ Tom gave her a wan smile. ‘Felix said all this stuff about how well I’d done, but—’

‘Yada yada yada, usual bullshit. I’m sorry, Tom. Like I said, I’m surprised. I saw the other candidates…’ She trailed off. Would Felix really be so mean-spirited and unprofessional that he’d hire a less able applicant because Tom was her protégé? It wasn’t impossible. In the few weeks he’d been there, Tom had blossomed. He was a fast learner, wrote well and was insightful. How stupid of Felix not to hire him because he disliked her. 

Petra looked at Tom. ‘Given the circumstances, do you still want to do the interview with the start-up tech company? You don’t have to, you know.’

He closed his laptop and put it away in his rucksack.

‘Yeah, I’ll do it,’ he said. ‘I’ll be able to put the writing credit on my CV.’

‘You’re a pro.’ And she wasn’t flattering him. Despite his disappointment he sat by her side in the interview and behaved with composure. It was impressive. 

The idea came to Petra in the cab on the way back from the interview. 

‘Do you know what you’re going to do now?’ Petra said. 

Tom sighed. ‘Probably try to write some freelance PR articles about business and finance. It’s not what I want to do, but it’s easier than getting into the investigative side of journalism.’

‘Once you get your first job you’ll be fine. It’s getting that first job. You know, I might know someone who could give you a break.’

Tom turned towards Petra, his face sparkling with hope. It was clear how hard he’d been trying to hide his disappointment about the Corudon job and also how successfully he’d done it. He had the right mind-set for undercover work. If Felix was too stupid to see how useful Tom could be to Corudon and didn’t want to hire a kid with Arabic, tech skills and a clean British passport, she knew a man who would. Tom, with his Midlands background and student look, would be able to stroll into any club, pub, or youth hangout and melt, like sugar in hot coffee. Would he work for Israel? No. But plenty of people did without being any the wiser. 

‘I need to speak to some people who may be hiring for a specific project. No promises, Tom, but I’ll do my best.’


Chapter 20

It was a sparkling morning and Eli had been at his laptop in the office since before dawn. Through the window he could see the tree, his tree as he was starting to think of it, bare branches and now a plastic bag was trapped there by a gust of wind. Eli pushed back in his chair and sighed deeply. He’d cracked it. 

Finally, Eli had found the folder on Gal’s computer with information about the Ukrainian child. It had taken three days of trawling through all her folders, finding documents about the different stages of PTSD, treatments, approaches, academic articles and arguments, but at last Eli had found them.

AD, aged six, was the son of BD and KD. They were Ukrainian and had arrived in the UK after being bombed out of their Kyiv apartment. Mother KD had been a sous-chef in a Kyiv restaurant but she had poor English and difficulty communicating during the initial consultation. Father, BD, was an engineer. 

‘It has to be him,’ Eli said aloud. 

The document went on describe in detail the consultation, what was said, the child’s symptoms and – what Eli was looking for – impressions and information about the parents and how they interacted with the child, particularly BD – the father. 

Throughout the morning meeting Eli was thinking about BD and how they were going to deal with him without leaving a trail back to Gal. He listened to Nathan’s over-elaborate report about how he and Lev were liaising with MI5 to get the reports on the American evangelist and what they’d found in them. 

‘Have you had eyes on him?’ Eli said.

‘No.’

‘Why don’t you do that next? And then you can write a report for MI5.’

Next, Rafi had information about the cars in the CCTV footage near the scene of the stabbings. ‘The plates didn’t match the cars.’

‘That takes some organisation.’ Eli gulped a mouthful from his coffee mug. It was cold, bitter. ‘Or a friend with a garage who could have swapped them round. There’s not much we can do with that. Not without using up a lot of resources. Are there any other ways forward?’

‘Funny you should say that,’ Rafi said. He was standing at the side table, pouring some juice in a glass. He took Eli’s mug and, unasked, replaced it with a glass of juice before going on. ‘Trainer contacted me yesterday. She’s got a kid under her wing, some sort of intern at her security company. He’s the boy who got into DVLA for us.’

‘Oh yeah.’ Eli eyed the juice with suspicion.

‘Trainer thinks we should recruit him.’

‘As what?’

‘Local help. Give him a retainer. He wants to be a journalist, an investigative journalist, find big stories, make the world a better place.’

‘Don’t we all.’

‘He also has classical Arabic.’

‘Does he now?’ Eli reached out for the juice and took a sip. ‘That starts to be interesting. Look into it, Rafi. Meanwhile, has anyone got any fresh recruitment leads to get someone new into ARR? Any mechanical engineers, drone designers, scientists falling off the trees and into your laps?’

Adam had been in touch with a contract cleaning company in the guise of doing marketing research into human resources and had got a bundle of personnel data on security clearance protocols for ARR. He’d been working with Urit on it.  

‘Very good,’ Eli said. He didn’t mention BD, the Ukrainian engineer with the kid who had PTSD. There was no point at this stage.

Eli wrapped up the meeting with the usual housekeeping to make sure their vaccinations and health checks were up to date. Plus a notification from the gym that it would be off limits between ten and eleven in the morning on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

‘What’s that all about?’ Adam said.

‘The ambassador is working out with a personal trainer and doesn’t want any sniggering from the security jocks.’

Fifteen minutes later, Rafi and Eli were having a post-meeting meeting. Rafi was leaning back into the armchair and had commandeered one of the small side stools to put his feet up.

Eli was behind his desk with a fresh cup of coffee. Rafi eyed the cup. ‘Have you had your health check?’

‘What?’ Eli said. 

‘I said, have you had your health check? You drink a lot of coffee and you eat a lot of shit.’ Rafi eyed the empty paper plate that had held Eli’s breakfast boureka, a flaky pastry stuffed with cream cheese.

‘Shut up, you’re not my mother,’ Eli said and tapped his head. ‘Bourekas are brain food and coffee is fuel. The diet works, the proof of that is I’ve got the engineer.’

‘Congratulations.’ Rafi sat up. 

‘If he actually is the type of engineer that we can use, and not a waste of time.’

Rafi stood up and paced. ‘We won’t know that until we make contact since I presume that type of data wasn’t in Gal’s files.’

‘Hardly,’ Eli said. ‘It was basic details. Address, age and the rest was how he interacted with the kid and his wife.’

‘And how was that? Anything useful?’ 

Eli flicked on his screen and pulled up the document. 

‘Lack of interaction with either child or wife,’ he read aloud. ‘Lack of physical contact or assurance. That’s it.’

‘So he’s not the touchy-feely type?’ Rafi rolled his eyes. ‘That’s not much help.’ 

‘We have an address. And… how about this… we use Trainer for the contact. If she wants us to take in her protégé she can do the contact.’

‘The old team back together?’ Rafi grinned.

‘One thing. The most important thing,’ Eli said. ‘We have to make sure that Gal doesn’t find out. Ever.’

‘How did it go?’ Petra needn’t have asked. Tom’s expression told her. ‘Sit down and let me get you a celebratory drink.’

She’d bagged a table by the bar in the Members’ Club Room of The Frontline Club because she knew that Tom would lap it up. On the shelves in front of him were books by the journalists who were members of the club, plus items of press paraphernalia that hacks liked to pick up on their travels. Petra knew that this was where Tom yearned to be, one of the guys hanging out, talking about the story he’d broken wide open. The story that would change the course of history. 

‘You want anything to eat?’ Petra called over to Tom. Mid-morning, and the club room was empty; bare tables waiting for the hacks to drift in and fill the bar. 

Tom came up to join Petra at the bar. ‘Let me pay for this.’

‘When you’re making proper money,’ Petra said.

Back in his seat, Tom described to Petra the meeting he’d had with the Canadian magazine publisher and his number two who was originally from Kurdistan. 

‘It’s the perfect job,’ Tom said. ‘They’re a new outfit, subscription, high end and they’re going to do exactly the sort of thing I want to do. Investigating. You may not be aware of this, Petra, but there have been a couple of stabbings of Israeli tourists.’

‘Really? Go on.’

‘And they want me… me,’ he emphasised, ‘to see if they’re actually random or if there’s some far right connection. Did you know that fifty per cent of terrorists arrested in this country are white terrorists?’

‘I didn’t,’ Petra said. That couldn’t have been a figure they’d cooked up to convince Tom, could it?

‘I looked it up on the way here; that’s pretty remarkable, isn’t it?’

‘It is actually. So what are you going to do? And are they going to pay you?’ 

‘It’s not a fortune, but it’s enough for me to get a place of my own.’

‘That’s brilliant.’ In the pre-contact meeting, Petra had made a point of asking how much they were going to offer Tom and she had insisted that it be proper money – she knew them of old. That if they could, they would stick him on a pitiful retainer. 

‘They said that to begin with they might actually be able to find a flat for me. Greg, that’s the publisher, has some connections with some London estate agent. And if they did that, they might want to use the flat for the odd meeting with sources and other journalists when they wanted to be discreet. I said, sure.’

Bloody typical, Petra thought. They were going to stick Tom in a safe house to save money. She might have guessed, but at least it would be centrally located, which would save Tom commuting costs. 

‘I can’t thank you enough,’ Tom said. ‘Greg said I’d be working with you and Zoran—’

‘Zoran?’ Petra frowned.

‘The guy from Kurdistan. Greg said you knew him.’

‘Oh right. Yes, of course I do, I usually call him by his surname.’

‘Did you know that the Kurdish culture has commonalities with Iranian, Azerbaijani, Turkic and Arabic culture and that Kurdish itself is a little like Farsi? I can’t wait to talk to Zoran about his background. Of course, after I get to know him better.’

‘I bet that’ll be interesting,’ Petra said and smiled to herself. With his black beard and the strong features from his Greek and Yemeni background, Rafi might look like a Kurd but she would bet he couldn’t keep it up in the face of Tom’s quest for information. 

Tom leaned back in his chair. ‘I’m going to write a book. I’m not sure what it’s going to be about, but that’s what I’m going to do. And one day, it will be on the shelf in this room.’

‘I’m sure it will. I’m pleased it worked out for you. Before I go, one last thing, if you have time, now that you’re the busy guy with the job.’

Petra reached into her work bag, took out a large white envelope and handed it to Tom. ‘Remember my client with the schizophrenic daughter who wrote the journal? This is a photocopy of the pages.’

Tom took the envelope and was about to open it.

‘As I said, no rush to translate it and’ – Petra paused – ‘please keep it to yourself.’

‘You know I will.’


Chapter 21

‘Fuck, the fucking rain is going down my fucking neck. Why can’t I sit in the car or, at the very least, have a fucking umbrella?’ Petra said.

In response, Rafi’s voice was in her ear, in her head, in her brain; he was talking to her from the tech truck parked fifty metres away and where, no doubt, the surveillance team were drinking coffee while she stood in the dark, in driving rain, waiting for the target to turn up so she could ask him if she could borrow his phone to make a call to her boyfriend because her car had broken down and her phone was dead. And could the big strong man help. Rafi’s voice was soothing. She could tell he was putting it on and that only made her more pissed off. 

‘Petra, if you were sitting in the car or you had an umbrella it wouldn’t look like you were in trouble and that you need help from some kind stranger.’ 

‘I’ve been standing in this fucking spot for fifty fucking minutes—’

‘He doesn’t know that. He’ll think it just happened.’

‘No he won’t. I’m completely drenched, soaked, even my knickers are wet.’

‘Doesn’t matter, he won’t see them. All you have to do is ask to borrow his phone, ask if that’s where he lives, make a phone call and then tomorrow, you take round a gift to say thank you – we have contact.’

‘I cannot believe there wasn’t an easier way of doing this,’ Petra hissed. ‘And I also can’t believe that we’re doing the exact same stupid thing after all these years. It’s ridiculous. What if there’s CCTV on the street?’

‘The live feed is being diverted and modified,’ said another voice, a voice she didn’t recognise.

‘Listen, I’m going to give it ten more minutes and then I’m done – it’s not just the rain, I’m so cold I can’t feel my feet.’

Petra stomped up and down the cul-de-sac, stamping her feet against the tarmac, trying to encourage some blood circulation. She counted steps, ten steps forward, ten steps back and in her head, recited a poem she’d had to learn at school. Her shoulders ached, and the rain was unceasing. It didn’t even feel like rain any more, it felt harder, colder; her nose was running and she’d stopped making any attempt to wipe it. What was the point? And then she heard Rafi.

‘Stand by… yes…yes… he’s just coming around the corner.’

‘Thank God.’ 

For the moment all discomfort was forgotten; her heart had picked up pace and she had the sparkling sensation of feeling the adrenaline being released into her system. And she remembered – as if she’d ever forgotten it – that it was the rush she enjoyed. The intense sense of being in the here and the now; it was like an orgasm. 

Ahead of her she saw a dark shape coming around the corner. He was short, round, he had the fat man’s gait, rolling from side to side like a ship. He passed under the orange glow of a street light that illuminated the pavement, shining with rain.

‘Do you have eyes on him?’ She heard Rafi’s voice, soft, urgent.

‘Yep.’

She hunched her shoulders to appear smaller, vulnerable. He was nearly there. She didn’t want him to cross the street to avoid her, she needed him to see her as a helpless woman on this dark, wet street. He would have been used to people reaching out to him and he would have been used to having to walk on to survive.

‘Excuse me,’ Petra said. ‘I am so sorry to disturb you.’

She gave her voice all the air and conviction of an otherwise successful person who just happened to find themselves in a fix. 

She pointed to the Vauxhall Corsa that had been deftly incapacitated for its role. ‘My car’s broken down, my phone is dead and I have no idea where I am. Is it at all possible that I could use your phone to call my boyfriend who can come and collect me? Please.’ 

The man looked Petra up and down; it was an appraising look. He looked at the car, perhaps considering its value. She smiled at him in her most winning way. ‘I am so sorry, but I really don’t know what to do.’

He was still looking. In her ear she could almost hear the team in the tech truck holding their breath. 

‘Come,’ he said in a heavily accented voice. ‘You come to house and call from there. I live there.’

‘What’s he like?’ Eli said at the post-contact meeting. Petra and Rafi sat with him hunched over a coffee table at one end of a skyline lounge in a hotel near Marble Arch. It was 11 o’clock, the morning after the contact, and the space was deserted. 

‘Short, fat,’ Petra said. She noticed that Eli pulled in his stomach at that remark. She went on. ‘Balding. He reminded me of Henry the Eighth.’

‘Henry the Eighth.’ Rafi frowned. ‘Who’s he?’

Eli answered. ‘An English king, Tudor dynasty if I’m correct; he was renowned for splitting with the Pope over the issue of divorce.’

‘That’s the one,’ Petra said. ‘He instigated the Reformation and had six wives.’

‘My kind of guy,’ Rafi said.

Both Eli and Petra rolled their eyes almost at the same time. 

‘So why Henry the Eighth?’ Eli said.

‘This may sound fanciful,’ Petra said, ‘but he reminded me of that Holbein painting; he has small eyes, they’re watchful, wary. Maybe it was cunning.’

‘Or maybe suspicious?’ Eli said.

‘No… I don’t think so. He certainly wasn’t scared of me and he was fine when my boyfriend turned up. Where is he, by the way? I thought he was good.’

‘Pleased to hear it,’ Eli said. ‘We wanted your view. He’s the new boy in the team and we wanted your thoughts on how he’d be with the target. Or whether I should come in.’

‘As what? Another Kurdish refugee?’ Petra looked at Rafi. ‘No, your new boy was convincing, perfectly Canadian, for starters.’

‘Good,’ Eli said. ‘So that’s decided, he stays in the picture. How was the house and the wife?’

‘Very clean and neat. Of course, it’s basic, it’s a first-floor conversion at the end of a cul-de-sac and you saw the neighbourhood, but she’s made it a home.’

‘And she was okay with you?’ Eli said. ‘No sense of who is this woman my husband has brought into our home, this interloper, this threat?’

‘None of that, not for a moment, although let’s face it, by that stage, I hardly looked like a threat.’

Rafi smiled. ‘I told you that was the way to do it.’

‘And you were right, Rafi. I just wish you’d been the one standing out there for ninety minutes. But yeah, it worked. The wife was kind, welcoming. Mind you, her English is practically non-existent, but I got the drift.’

‘And the kid?’ Eli said. 

Petra glanced at him, he looked impassive. ‘Quiet. Cute. Big eyes. About six, I’d say. He hid behind his mother.’

Eli massaged the flesh between his eyebrows for a moment. He looked up and Petra noticed the grey in his eyes. 

‘How do the husband and wife interact?’ Eli said.

‘He’s the dominant one and I don’t think he’s particularly charming with it. He barked at the wife to make me a hot drink and give me a towel. He looks like a bully, and it could be worse.’

‘Okay,’ Eli said. ‘Thank you, that’s extremely important. And did you see any indications of his work, his job?’

‘Sorry, nothing conclusive. There was an untidy table in one corner in the sitting room that seemed to be his domain and there was a laptop on it, some junk and a notepad by its side but that was it. I thought it more important to facilitate the contact than ruffle feathers.’

‘You did right,’ Rafi said.

Just then Petra’s so-called boyfriend from the previous night appeared at the end of the hotel lounge and made his way towards them. Unlike the night before, when he’d been in a suit and was every inch a successful businessman, driving a Mercedes to pick up his girlfriend, this morning he was wearing jeans, trainers and a thick plaid overshirt under a parka – he looked a lot younger.  

Eli stood up and went to greet him and Petra heard them exchange a few words in rapid Hebrew. Just then Rafi leant towards Petra; he was so close she could smell his familiar aroma, a tang that took her back to the past. He poured some more coffee from the cafetière into her cup and spoke softly, ‘I wish I’d been your boyfriend last night.’

Petra looked at him; his head was tilted and he was trying to fix her with his eyes. 

‘I mean it,’ Rafi said.

‘The coffee is cold.’

That afternoon, Petra and Adam returned to the house in the S-class Mercedes with a bouquet of flowers that was so big it stank out the car with a sickly scent of lilies. In addition, there was a bottle of single malt Petra had picked up at Harrods and a toy from Hamleys for the kid – a Lego London bus. Before she’d been despatched to do the shopping, Eli had made a fuss about the choice of toy, which struck Petra as being odd. He’d stipulated that the toy shouldn’t be noisy, such as a gun or a drum kit, and it shouldn’t be frightening, but needed to be something that stimulated the kid’s imagination. Definitely odd. Petra had been on the brink of saying that maybe he should go to Hamleys himself if he had such strong views on an appropriate toy but a glance from Rafi, the merest nod and widening of the eyes, quelled her comment before it was formed. 

They drove in convoy to the suburban cul-de-sac, the S-class Mercedes leading the cavalcade, closely followed by a white van, a Citroën Berlingo, driven by a young lad, with Rafi in the passenger seat. Both men wore blue overalls because they were there to play the role of mechanics who were going to fix the Corsa and take it away. 

On the way Petra and Adam ran through their stories again; who they were, how they knew each other and, most importantly, what they wanted to achieve in the meeting. It was standard procedure and something that Petra had done so many times that for her it was close to flexing a muscle before action. By her side, she noticed Adam’s hand on the leather steering wheel was showing a lot of knuckle as he tightened his grip; she could see that it was an important contact for him. 

‘I think it would be nice if we’d met on an exotic holiday,’ Petra said. ‘Say the Bahamas. That’s nice and aspirational.’

‘The Bahamas it is,’ Adam said as he eased the big car into the inside lane. Besides projecting an image of wealth, influence and respectability, the main goal was to gather operational information, and, most importantly, to find out exactly what Bohdan Dyanko, the target did. In Petra’s opinion, that was ambitious. Finding out whether the target was worth the effort often took a few meetings and Petra remembered operations when she had to pussy-foot around someone who’d been briefed not to talk to strangers no matter how charming and friendly they were. One of Petra’s party piece tactics had been to gush to a member of a target country’s armed forces about how much she liked men in uniform, and beg them to describe the number and style of buttons, badges, and pins on it. Sadly, that old chestnut wasn’t going to work today.  

That was why Eli had insisted that they came mob-handed to increase the opportunities for gathering information, and mending the car was a good prop. Petra’s role was supposed to be largely cosmetic, she was there to bring veracity to the fiction, to add flesh and blood to wraiths of deception. 

‘Let’s do it,’ she said, as Adam parked the car in the side street. While Petra gathered the gift bags, Adam turned off the controls in the unfamiliar car, stepped out and shrugged himself into a smart navy overcoat on top of his suit. He certainly looked the part. He was supposed to be a Canadian businessman who specialised in gathering market research information, a golden oldie cover story that had landed more agents than a factory-fishing ship.  

Adam and Petra walked down the path towards the house while Segev and Rafi started to work on the Corsa, lifting the bonnet and peering under it. 

Although the hedge in front of the house needed to be trimmed and the paving in the front was cracked, someone had tried to tidy the area; the bins were lined up neatly and the step had been swept. 

Standing on the doorstep, Petra exchanged a look with Adam, who nodded. She pressed the button. 

The door opened and Bohdan appeared with Katerina behind him in the shadow. 

‘Hello,’ Petra said. ‘We’ve come back to get the car and I just wanted to say thank—’ Petra thrust the gift bags forwards but before she could step inside they were snatched by Bohdan. He handed them to his wife and then closed the door behind him. On them. 

‘Come,’ he said and walked down the path towards the Mercedes, with the expectation of a man who would be obeyed and followed.  

Petra and Adam exchanged a look; it was an odd response to take the gifts and walk them away from the house. Not at all what she expected. Her heart rate increased. 

From his position by the Corsa, she saw Rafi look towards them, no doubt surprised to see that they hadn’t been invited into the house, but he maintained his role and stuck his head under the bonnet of the car and talked to the young lad. 

Meanwhile, Bohdan led Petra and Adam towards the Mercedes and there, he ran a stubby hand over the car’s gleaming paintwork. 

‘I will have something like this,’ he said.

‘Great,’ Adam said. ‘We just stopped by to say thanks for helping out my girlfriend. It’s not nice to have a car that breaks—’

‘I am surprised a man like you, a man so rich,’ Bohdan said, ‘you lets her drive a car like that.’  

His tone was rude. It was meant to be rude. There was no doubting it. 

‘I love my car,’ Petra said adopting her most winning smile. ‘I’ve had it for years and nothing will make me part with it.’

‘But it is not your car, you hired it,’ Bohdan said. ‘You hired it so you could meet me.’

Petra had the sensation of her throat contracting. Bohdan’s red face and fat cheeks were alight with a smile. 

‘I don’t know who you are, but I know what you want,’ he said. ‘You want me.’  

‘I’m so sorry. I think there must be some confusion,’ Petra said. ‘We don’t understand. Why would we want you?’

‘You act like stupid, that is okay. But I spell it for you. I design a proprietary radio frequency and that is why you want me. I’ve been waiting for you ever since I got to UK.’ 

‘How interesting,’ Adam said in an attempt at nonchalance, which was obviously difficult when confronted with a grin that said, ‘I’ve bested you’, on the face of the Ukrainian. 

Petra matched the smile with one of her own. ‘It’s going to rain,’ she said and nudged Adam on the elbow towards the car. She added, ‘I do hope you like the presents and that the person you’re expecting gets in touch with you.’

‘No one hear us,’ the target said and withdrew from his inside pocket a dark key tag. ‘I design this. Latest miniaturised sound buffer.’

‘Very nice, too,’ Petra said. ‘But we really do have to go now.’ 

‘You will come back.’


Chapter 22

In terms of a first contact for a new case officer in the field, Adam couldn’t have had less luck; it was so far from standard that as Eli re-read the report he stopped for a moment to try to remember if he’d ever heard of anything like it. 

Eli was in the safe house, making final preparations for the meeting with the Ukrainian. Outside, in the street, there was a heavy contingent of watchers. Inside, Adam was by the door ready to admit the potential agent when he arrived and everyone was primed to exit the premises on the one-word code, Daylight, from the watchers – if necessary. But for the next ten minutes or so, all was quiet in the shabby space.

Eli rubbed his eyes and walked to the window. He looked out through the grime of the glass at the tree, leaves now shed, a black lace of branches against the overcast sky. He thought back to his comment to Rafi about the golden peach being ridden with maggots when he’d heard that Gal knew a likely target. That certainly seemed to be the case now. He mentally shook himself. Too negative, too soon. Nonetheless, it had been a lousy follow-up on a first contact but was it really the worst? Eli remembered an operation in Belgium with a British sayan, local help. The contact had been made on an Iraqi diplomat who was part of a trade delegation. It was the usual story, damsel in distress and a thank you follow-up visit. But when the sayan and Belgian bat leviyah turned up for the follow-up, laden with the requisite gifts, the door was slammed in their faces. Eli, then a rookie case officer, remembered the follow-up meeting with Alon who was deputy head of the station.

The sayan was a wiry, middle-aged Brit with a laddish London accent and a rich turn of phrase that Eli studied and secretly tried to acquire. 

‘Simple case of Foy,’ the sayan said, describing the door slamming incident.

‘What exactly do you mean?’Alon said.

The sayan winked. ‘Simple. Fuck off Yid, geddit? FOY.’ 

‘You think he guessed it was us?’ Alon said.

‘Dunno. He didn’t ask me trick questions about being British but then again, I wasn’t with him long enough. Maybe he’d been briefed since it was a trade delegation and maybe the style of our contact ticked too many boxes and that’s why we got the old FOY.’ 

Alon had kept a straight face even though later he roared with laughter and ever after adopted the phrase.

In Eli’s career, there had been other FOY responses to recruitment initiatives. One suspicious and rightly paranoid target had run the length of the platform at a train station to get away from a simple enquiry about the train’s destination, but there’d been no incident so far of an agent who’d said he was waiting to be contacted. This was a first.

Eli returned to the table and looked at the report on his screen. He wondered what that other British sayan would have said about this Ukrainian. Thank goodness Petra had been there and her years of experience had paid off. She’d terminated the contact until they could arrange a follow-up meeting on their terms. Not his. That was crucial. The dynamics of the relationship needed to be re-established fast and the way that they had been ambushed by Desert Goat – as the target had now been officially named – suggested that he would need spy-running of the most sophisticated kind. That meant Eli would need to run him. That’s why he was in the safe house, waiting.

Eli glanced at his watch, he still had time. As soon as there were eyes on the target he’d be contacted. He moved from Adam’s report to Rafi’s; it was thin, and contained only what he and Segev had seen from their vantage point by the Corsa but the tone was confident about the prospects. Rafi had even thrown in that the ease of follow-up was a gift from God – it was hard to know whether he was joking or trying to tender favour in head office. Eli thought the former, it was just the type of puerile comment Eli expected from Nathan. No doubt Rafi had put it in his report to annoy Eli. An example of Rafi being Rafi. 

It was now down to Eli to slow the pace, make sure all procedures were followed and that this potential agent was everything he claimed to be. Just then his earpiece sprang to life and he heard Segev’s calm tone.

‘Zero Seven, DG at fifty metres.’

‘Okay,’ Eli said.

Adam stuck his head around the door; Eli gave him a thumbs up, shut the laptop and put it in his bag and surveyed the refreshments on the table. There was a platter of black bread and smoked salmon, goat’s cheese from the Forêt Noire, a prize-winning Ukrainian cheese, some pickles, hot coffee in a flask, and mineral water. You couldn’t recruit people with fine food, but it was a show of respect for his culture.

Eli pasted an expression on his face that was both serious and respectful; it implied that he and the man who would be sitting opposite him at the table were cut from the same cloth. They were both knowing men, comrades in arms, men of the world. It said that Eli believed the man worthy of great respect. 

None of this was likely to be true. 

Yet, as Eli told the cohorts in what he called his Spy-runner 101 lecture at the Country Club, the training facility north of Tel Aviv, it was the work of the spy-runner to find something worthy in the target, something with which to connect. Maybe a shared sense of humour or a liking for sports or a passion for food, family or art. 

‘Find it,’ Eli had said. ‘If you find it you will have the key to the door that builds trust, because whatever anybody says about MICE, and the reasons that people betray their country, a sense of connection and friendship is crucial and that’s what the spy-runner must provide.’ 

Forty minutes later in the safe house, across the table from the Ukrainian and far away from any lectern, the operational requirement to find something he liked about Bohdan flickered across Eli’s mind. So far, there was nothing. Yet Eli continued to smile at the man, and Bohdan smiled back while he chewed on the bread and smoked salmon and spoke. 

‘It does not matter who you are,’ Bohdan said. ‘I do what you want, I can get job in any facility in this country or America or Canada or Australia, or anywhere in Europe that is manufacturing arms because I have designed a proprietary wave form. And it is unique. That makes me precious and when something is unique and precious it has a high value, you agree?’

‘Very true,’ Eli said. ‘But I believe that you’d prefer to stay in the UK rather than go to those other countries.’

‘Yes, I have personal reasons for wanting to stay here.’

For one moment, and only one moment, Bohdan seemed human, but the piggy eyes flicked away as he helped himself to another piece of bread with smoked salmon and balanced a pickle on top. Besides small narrow-set eyes, he had stubby fingers. He looked like a kulak, a peasant, a man who would have tried to bully Eli’s great-grandfather out of whatever he could. The type of man that, according to family oral history, Eli’s great-grandfather had punched, and as a result been forced to take his young family across country to Siberia rather than stay to be arrested for assault. 

The man across the table shovelling food into his mouth and saying he was a big deal was that same recognisable type: a bully. Recruitment tactics needed to be adjusted accordingly. 

Eli stood up from the table, voice cold, the offer of friendship gone. ‘We’re prepared to offer you fifty per cent of the amount you requested. In addition, if we proceed, and after a three-month probationary period, we’ll arrange superior housing for your family but let me emphasise, nothing absurd. It will befit your career status. We will also arrange and pay for the best education the UK can provide for your son. What is your decision?’

Bohdan was holding the food halfway to his mouth. ‘Seventy per cent,’ he said.

‘I can see you’re not serious about wanting to reach a deal.’ Eli shrugged himself into his jacket, patted his pockets to make sure he had everything, picked up his laptop and didn’t look at Bohdan.

Despite Bohdan being perfect for their needs, the man had ‘problem agent’ written all over him. Unless he could be controlled from the get-go, it would be argument, demand, negotiation, threat the whole damn time and on top of that there was the sulphurous connection to Gal. 

Eli walked towards the door and didn’t look back. He found Adam in the hallway, an Adam missing his usual enthusiasm. He removed the earpiece through which he’d been following the conversation. 

‘So, now you go in,’ Eli said. ‘Don’t talk to him, just clear the plates and put them in the sink.’

But before Adam could carry out his bidding, the door swung open and Bohdan was standing in the doorway. Eli looked at him with the genuine disdain that he felt.

‘I work for you,’ he said. ‘I want the English education for my son.’

‘Very well,’ Eli said. ‘My colleague here will finalise the details and tell you how to proceed. But I give you one word of warning, don’t fuck with us.’


Part Two

BLOOD


‘Blood alone moves the wheels of history.’

—Martin Luther

‘Blood and Soil.’

—early Nazi slogan



Chapter 23

The buzzer rang. 

‘You can let Zoran in, I’m nearly done,’ Petra said. She tightened the last screw under the panel of the console beneath the TV and leaned back on her heels. ‘It’s a little awkward to reach, but it’s secure and I’ve given you three centimetres of space in height. That ought to be enough.’

‘Thank you,’ Tom said. ‘Though I can’t imagine what I’ll put there.’

‘You’ll find something.’ Petra stood up and faced Tom, who hovered nearby with an expression on his face that suggested that he was going along with the idea that he needed a safe just to be polite. Petra went on. ‘Listen, you wouldn’t be the first investigative journalist to want to hide material they were working on. That’s why we’ve got you the second laptop.’

‘You’re the boss,’ Tom said. At the moment, the beech table in the flat was weighed down by two laptops, a desktop and a snake-pit of cables; it was evident that when Tom ate, it would be on the sofa in front of the TV, because there was nowhere else to sit in the flat. But the place was bright, clean, on the third floor in a nice block and it had recently been refurbished. Not surprisingly, Tom was thrilled. 

‘By the way,’ Petra said, ‘I’m sure I don’t have to tell you but there’s no reason for Zoran to know about your document safe.’

‘Why?’ Tom looked perplexed, as if he wished to say more, but Petra cut him off with a hand gesture. 

‘It’s a protocol in this type of investigative journalism. You’ll get used to it,’ Petra said as there was a rap on the door and Tom went to open it. Petra got there before him and stood between him and the door.

‘Never, ever open a door without asking who’s behind it. Even though you saw Zoran on the camera at the front door.’

Tom looked quizzical. Petra went on, making it up as she went along. ‘It’s another protocol in investigative journalism – an important one.’

Rafi, in his guise as Zoran, the Kurd, identified himself and was admitted. He stalked around the space, into the kitchen area and then through to the bedroom. ‘Nice apartment,’ he said. ‘Great location too.’ 

After some social talk, lubricated by three cups of instant coffee, the three settled down at the table.

‘What have you got?’ Rafi said. Tall, dark and bearded, he was as unlike Tom with his Celtic colouring as he could be. But he spoke to the young man with warmth and respect, using the sleepy-eyed smile that Petra recognised.  

‘Tom?’ Petra gestured towards the young man, inviting him to answer the question; after all, he’d picked up the brief with remarkable skill.

‘So far,’ Tom said, ‘no one has claimed responsibility, but that’s a standard reaction to any terrorist event. But… well, come and have a look at this.’

Rafi and Petra stood behind Tom as he brought up the thread on the screen. Petra was aware of Rafi’s proximity and took a step to the right to maintain some distance between them. 

‘They certainly hate Jews, don’t they?’ Rafi said as Tom scrolled down the page of comments that referenced the usual international conspiracies, replacement theory and bigotry.

‘Yeah, but look at this.’ Tom sounded excited. Petra went into the kitchen area. She’d already seen it and didn’t want to read it again; the anti-Semitic vitriol made her uncomfortable. It was hard to say why, perhaps because it was so mindless and hate-fuelled. Or maybe it was genetic and a fear she’d inherited from her father? For a moment Petra thought about Matt and how this was one of the many conversations she couldn’t have with him because he’d never understand. Why would he? She was the other – he wasn’t. 

What had Matt’s childhood been like? Was it anything like hers? The Saturday morning outings with her father to the petrol station where he treated her to a fruit and nut bar while he filled the car.

‘Top it up,’ Dad would say in his accented English. ‘Top it up.’ Dad always kept a full tank. ‘Because we never know when we might need to go on a journey.’

And then there was the regular checking of passports and applying for a new one at the earliest point before the old one ran out. It was a vestige of all those journeys, made in a hurry. You never know when you might need to run. That was why her guts tightened when she read the threads.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the room, Tom was enthusing. ‘See,’ he pointed at the screen to show Rafi, ‘this group are talking about ninety-one but, here’s the fascinating thing, after the date of the first stabbing, the exact same people are talking about ninety-one minus one. And then, here…after the second stabbing, it’s ninety-one minus two.’ Tom leaned back in his chair and looked up at Rafi. ‘Isn’t that interesting?’

Rafi rubbed his beard. ‘What do you think, Petra?’

She was perched on the kitchen worktop studying the two men at the table. ‘There’s obviously something significant about the number but the question is, what? Was there ever a ninety-two or did this countdown start at ninety-one?’

‘It started at ninety-one,’ Tom said with certainty.

‘Then I guess that’s where we start,’ Rafi said. ‘Tom, have you managed to connect with any of these people?’

‘I’ve been liking other people’s comments for the last week or so and I’ve just started posting my own comments; I’ve already got some likes. It’s oddly exhilarating.’

Petra slipped off the kitchen worktop and came over to the two men. 

Tom pointed at his comment on the screen. ‘See, that’s me, “Hwitloc” – it means “from the white fortress”, it’s the kind of reference they love. And I make comments about white Christian heritage being diluted and how action must be taken and it gets a response.’

‘Tom needs to wait until he’s invited to meet someone,’ Petra said. ‘He’s been dropping hints about his tech skills because we reckon that would make him attractive to a group.’

‘They might like the tech, but what’s going to make them like you, Tom?’ Rafi said and walked to the window. ‘Or trust you, given how paranoid they are?’

There was silence in the room. Outside it was raining. A police siren sounded in the street, evening traffic clustered. As Petra watched Rafi’s back, framed by the window, she had an odd sensation: she knew what he was thinking. None of the usual methods of establishing a contact were likely to work. They weren’t dealing with educated people, such as diplomats, scientists, the military, or representatives of governments – the usual people the Mossad tried to recruit. This was a different target profile; for starters they were transgressive. Infiltrating a working-class neo-Nazi group was not on anyone’s product shopping list; that was the job of MI5 in the UK and elsewhere, the work of a domestic agency. If ever there was a situation that called for some input from the ‘experts’, the Office’s legion of shrinks, this was it. They were in uncharted territory.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ Tom said, breaking the silence. ‘If they meet me, they’ll know I’m no threat.’

‘I wouldn’t bank on it,’ Petra said. ‘You’re obviously middle-class; you’ve been to university. What do you think, Zoran?’

Rafi turned from the window. ‘I think we do some research. Tom keeps posting and getting likes, and when we’ve done some research we make a contact in a strictly controlled manner.’

‘Agreed,’ Petra said. That was exactly what she would have suggested, and a change from Rafi’s old style. 

It took another week to get feedback from the psychologists in terms of the best mode and style of contact; there’d also been some fancy electronic intelligence footwork. It gave them the location of a pub in Essex favoured by one of the individuals who regularly posted on the message board about ninety-one.

The weather had turned and a cold snap chased away the rain to replace it with a cruel wind from the east. Petra sat in the pub, rejoicing that she was indoors and not out in the street. It was a Tuesday night, early evening, and inside the almost empty pub three TV screens showed football.

At one end of the pub, there was a pool table with a blue baize surface. No one was playing. Nearby, high bar stools and small tables were empty. So although she was pleased to be indoors and not out in the cold, Petra felt conspicuous at the table where she sat with Rafi – despite being as far away from Tom’s position near the bar as possible. 

As cover, Rafi sported a bright wedding ring. He held Petra’s hand and leaned across the table, talking to her in an apparently meaningful way. They were supposed to be a couple who were having an affair – hence the out of the way location. No one paid them any attention. Maybe the locals were used to clandestine romances being conducted there.

At 5:07 pm a fat young man waddled into the pub and made his way to the bar. He didn’t look especially sinister but Rafi squeezed Petra’s hand a little tighter. 

‘That’s him,’ Rafi said. ‘He uses the IP here and posts from his phone a few times a week.’

After buying a pint of beer, crisps and pork scratchings, the man sat under one of the screens and watched the football. He was no more than in his early twenties, maybe younger, and every few minutes he checked his phone. Meanwhile, Tom, white-faced and nervous, sipped at his own pint of ale. He knew what he had to do. They’d discussed it, they’d rehearsed it and he’d met the young woman and apologised in advance for what he was going to say. But when it came to the moment, would he actually be able to go through with it – Petra wondered. 

She didn’t have to wait long to find out.

Ten minutes later a young woman walked in and approached the bar in a hesitant manner. She may have been Asian, or Middle-Eastern; she was certainly wearing a hijab and spoke accented English.

Tom glanced over at her and scowled. In an audible way he muttered something to himself. 

‘Not bad,’ Rafi said. 

Meanwhile, the young woman was asking the landlord something in a voice too soft to be heard, and he replied, ‘This isn’t a public toilet. You can buy a drink and use the facilities or go outside.’

Hand visibly shaking, she took out her purse and asked for a Coca Cola. The barman looked pleased with himself and Tom nodded and gave a smile of approval – so did the young man watching the football. Petra felt momentary outrage. This was good. If it looked genuine enough to evoke emotion in her, the show was convincing. 

Five minutes later the young woman had left the pub, her drink untouched. Now it was Tom’s moment. He drained his drink and went up to the bar to buy another.

‘Fucking Paki bitch,’ Tom said to the barman. His voice was a little tremulous but that could have been perceived as anger. He went on. ‘Should have let her piss her pants right here.’

‘Nigel Farage had the right idea,’ the barman said.

‘Too right,’ Tom said. ‘And too bad he didn’t have the guts to see it through. He’s another one that sold out.’

The man by the TV screen looked up at the interchange; he couldn’t have missed what Tom said. When Tom sat back down again with his fresh pint, it seemed that nothing more was going to happen. Petra exchanged looks with Rafi. It was always going to be a long shot and they both knew it was better to have no contact than a bad contact. 

‘Wait,’ Rafi whispered and stroked her hand. ‘He’s nearly finished his drink – let’s see what he does.’

The fat young man hoicked himself up to standing, ambled to the bar and on the way back he sat down at Tom’s table. 

‘Cheers to you, mate,’ he said.


Chapter 24

Despite the promising contact and Tom’s adroitness in the pub, it took three more days of Tom meeting Keith, his new friend, to discover the significance of ninety-one. Three more days of Tom talking up his potential as a right-wing agitator and claiming to have views he didn’t have. Each morning, before Tom went to meet Keith, currently ‘on the sick’ for a knee injury incurred at his job in a home-improvement warehouse, Petra sat with Tom. All the while she thought of Alon who’d led her through the same process; it was almost as if he was behind her, right at her shoulder. She asked Tom questions about the last meeting with Keith. ‘How was his mood? What’s bothering him at the moment? Do you think he suspects you?’

Then she moved on to planning for the next meeting. She heard Alon’s voice echoing with her own. ‘Detail, detail, detail. You are psychologist, you are brother, you are sculptor. You are the best friend in the whole world.’ 

‘You need to identify the specific goals of the next meeting,’ Petra said. ‘What are you going to tell Keith to make you seem more real?’

Tom thought for a few moments. ‘I could tell him about the time my mum dumped me at social services when my dad left because she didn’t have enough money for the heating.’

‘Is that true?’ 

‘As a matter of fact it… might be. Yeah, it’s true. Mum went through a bit of a breakdown when my Dad left. They put me in care but I ran away and lived in a shed in someone’s garden for a few weeks. But I was still going to school because it was warm and there was food, so I got caught. So then I went to live with my aunty in Birmingham. That worked better. I wasn’t in care for long, but I know enough to make it convincing.’

‘You’re a natural,’ Petra said.

‘Natural what?’ Tom winked.

As the days passed, Petra thought that Tom’s white face became whiter on the diet of beer and fast food, but he seemed to be thriving. 

‘Every night when I get back, no matter how much I’ve had to drink, I write everything down, every single detail,’ Tom said. ‘For one thing it stops my mind going round and round and for the other, it’s for the record, for the articles and for the book. Have you told Greg how it’s going?’

‘Greg is thrilled,’ Petra said. ‘He loves what you’re doing.’ 

Tom smiled with satisfaction. ‘You know, Keith isn’t a bad guy. He’s angry and he says stupid shit but he’s ignorant. I don’t think he’s ever had a friend who wasn’t white or was a Jew.’

‘That’s usually how prejudice works.’ 

‘I told him that I was an intern as a trainee journalist – which is more or less true – and I didn’t get the job because a Jew got it. Are you Jewish?’

Petra was momentarily taken aback by the unexpected question, but her response was smooth. ‘My grandmother was supposed to have been but who knows? She died before I was born.’ In a concentration camp, but Petra skipped that bit.

She went on. ‘How did Keith like the story that you didn’t get the job because the Jew got it?’

‘A lot. It gave me the chance to talk about Jews and the worldwide Jewish conspiracy, particularly in mainstream media and how it should be challenged and, hopefully, it implied that I had some skills his mates could use.’

‘Has he talked about them much?’

‘Only in the most general of terms and I’m not pushing. But he did tell me about about ninety-one. And you’ll never believe it.’

‘Tom, given that David Icke thinks that Jewish lizards are controlling the world, nothing would surprise me.’

‘Oh, it’s much less crazy than that. Okay, so ninety-one was the number of people killed in a terrorist attack by the Irgun, I believe at the King David Hotel in Jerusalem during the British mandate. They’re calling themselves the 91 Group.’ 

‘Catchy,’ Petra said. ‘So the stabbings are revenge attacks. And that’s why—’

Tom finished the sentence. ‘The number decreases each time they get another Israeli tourist or a Jew. What do you think of that?’

‘As revenge plots go, it’s not bad,’ Petra said. 

Petra left Tom at his computers researching Palestine during the British mandate. She went down the stairs of his block and into the street to take a slow walk towards the station and her journey home. Shrugged into her coat and gloves and hat, she was protected from the elements but not her own thoughts. Although the notion of revenge for a seventy-year-old terrorist attack was more logical than conspiracy theories about Jews, the idea bothered her. Why?

Petra knew the answer. She recognised the catch she’d felt in her gut when she’d read the anti-Semitic thread on Tom’s screen. It was a rap that rhymed kike with bike, psych, like, hike and dyke. Petra remembered the first time she’d heard the word kike; she was fourteen years old and it was in a poison-pen letter discovered in her best friend Rosie’s desk, but it was meant for both of them – it described them as dirty yids, sheenie bitches and kikes.

Before Petra had seen the word on Tom’s message boards she hadn’t thought about what had happened to her for a long time yet the word still had power. The schoolroom abuse wasn’t entirely unjustified. During boring lessons – and there were plenty of those to choose from at the single sex school – Rosie and Petra passed notes to each other. They’d speculate on teachers’ sex lives, discuss plans for the weekend, conduct post-mortems on the weekend just past, rewrite lyrics of pop songs, talk about the girls who were brainy or thick, boring or cool, could or couldn’t dance, and try to guess who fancied whom and how far they’d gone. To do this they used an old exercise book that Rosie kept in her desk. 

One of those notions concerned Barbara Atherton, the girl who sat behind them, and there was some fanciful conjecture related to Barbara and the Latin teacher, Mr Banks, a weedy, bespectacled man in his first job, who was incapable of keeping order, and blushed. Banks-baiting became a class pursuit in Latin, and bored girls found new and inventive ways of teasing him. But super-swot Barbara never joined in, hence the suspicion that she was hot for Banks’s amo amas amat.

One day, Rosie and Petra led a particularly disruptive outbreak of class unrest and old Cotsford, their form teacher, had to come in and restore order. The poison-pen letter appeared in Rosie’s desk the following day. The thrust of the handwritten note was that the dirty yids with their kikey behaviour and sheenie scum background thought they were smarter than anyone else. Petra remembered feeling sick when she read the note but Rosie was angry. She took the note to old Cotsford and it all came out. The exercise book with the messages was confiscated, the contents were pored over by the headmistress, parents were called in, insincere apologies were made in the head’s office and eventually order was restored. 

All other anti-Semitic incidents that Petra experienced, and there’d been a few, never had the same visceral power as that first one and the discovery of the word kike. But as Petra sat on the train heading towards Waterloo and lingered over the memory, she considered it was something that no one else could possibly understand. Not Tom, writing about the angry young men looking for someone to blame for the injustices in their lives. And definitely not Matt – British to his bootstraps. How could Matt ever understand how being labelled kike felt? 

And what about these angry people seeking revenge? Was Barbara Atherton still angry about whatever they wrote about her? Had it been a defining moment for her too? Did she still want revenge for the things that two stupid kids had written about her?

Every individual or culture, or community or country or race could find a reason to seek revenge for what had happened in the past, Petra thought. Maybe it was that abstract anger that was looked for a home and then found it in a conspiracy theory, any conspiracy would do, so long as it was a safe place for the hatred to foster and fester.

As she reached the Underground, Petra thought about Matt again. Should she try to talk to him about being labelled kike? Maybe he would try to understand. Who knows? 

But at least there was progress in unravelling the rationale for the 91 Group; the idea of revenge for the attack on the King David Hotel during the British Mandate was logical. There was a cause and effect shape to it unlike Jewish replacement theory. Petra remembered watching the news footage of white supremacists in Charlottesville chanting, ‘Jews will not replace us’. By then, she didn’t feel threatened, but she was perplexed by the lack of logic and irony in the expression. Why would any Jew want to replace a poorly educated blue-collar worker? It didn’t make sense. That was one hate message that hadn’t been clearly thought through. The fuckers should have stuck to ‘blood and soil’.

Enough.

By the time Petra had stepped off the commuter train at Thames End Village Station, she’d packed away her thoughts in the corner of her mind where they were safe, where they didn’t bother her.


Chapter 25

Despite the potential pleasure of an evening out with Gal at the opera, Eli hadn’t enjoyed one moment of it. In his role as cultural attaché, tickets for the opera at Covent Garden had become available and he’d surprised his wife with seats in the stalls and dinner in the reserved area where they’d dined in luxury. It should have been restorative, but Eli had spent the entire evening ruminating over the details of what was now labelled Operation Chisel and all the ways that it could go wrong. Eli let Bohdan, the Ukrainian, believe he’d been right when he’d said he could get a job anywhere; only a month after he’d made the boast he’d been hired by ARR, oblivious of the help he had received from his new friends. Everything was now ready to move Operation Chisel to the next stage; getting the drones to the Russians. 

The opera was Carmen, the set was a staircase that echoed the Weimar Republic with its 1930s glamour, the actors were in voice, the food was fine, Gal was happy, but Eli was absent. In the dark of the stalls, he fidgeted as he mentally reviewed the agenda for next day’s meeting. Covertly, he checked his watch to see how long the performance would last. More than anything, Eli was keen get home to scrutinise the overnight signals, just in case the cargo delivery he was expecting had been delayed.

Consequently, next day Eli was weary but he was in the meeting room at 6:30, preparing to brief the operational team on the most diplomatically dangerous mission of his career. If it went wrong, they’d all be expelled by the Brits and his tenure as head of London station would be over. But if it worked, Eli would be the golden boy, and assholes like Harel and his allies could suck it up. Selling drones to the Russians with Israeli poison pills installed would give them grade A product. It was worth the risk.

Whether or not it worked, Eli still had to deal with the rest of the Office business, notably, the morning meeting. By 08:00, the unit had assembled and were in their customary positions. Lev and Nathan sat on one side of the table, with Segev, as ever, glued to his phones. And on the other side of the table, Urit, Adam and Rafi. Eli noted that Nathan had a scarf around his neck, was nursing a hot drink that didn’t smell like coffee and periodically sniffed into a tissue. Eli decided to ignore it.

‘Adam,’ Eli said, ‘in your position as the first man on Earth, as I’m sure Nathan might like to remind us, please begin.’

Adam began to detail the operations he was involved in and their current status; he was thorough, methodical and creative. Despite the unfortunate follow-up contact with the Ukrainian, the new case officer was shaping up. Eli had made him number two on Desert Goat and the first point of contact for the new agent, and he was handling the difficult man well.

‘For all his chutzpah,’ Adam said, ‘he didn’t exaggerate one iota when he said he could get a job anywhere he liked because he was the self-confessed genius who created a proprietary radio wave. Getting him in there wasn’t just because we had our agent on the hiring panel. He’s apparently immensely skilled. Yeah, I thought it was bullshit but I showed his work to one of our own experts, someone I know from back home; she said it was so good she wondered whether it was all his own work or whether he’d stolen it.’

‘Really?’ Eli said. ‘That might go some way to explaining why he decided to come to the UK. I didn’t believe the so-called concern for his traumatised child, I thought it was more likely that he was draft-dodging.’ 

‘I agree,’ Adam said. ‘I’m now thinking this proprietary radio wave of his might have come about through research he did on a programme with a team of other scientists. He studied at Taras Shevchenko in Kyiv, which is hugely prestigious.’

‘If he stole someone else’s research that would be a possible reason for his lack of popularity, not unconnected to his bad manners,’ Eli said. ‘Good. We can move on with Operation Chisel.’

Nathan stopped wiping his nose for a moment and frowned. 

‘What is Chisel?’ he said. 

‘Don’t worry about it, Nathan,’ Eli said. ‘Need to know. And you’ve got enough on your plate at the moment.’ And Nathan wouldn’t be hearing about it until it was done. Eli didn’t want any speculative shit-stirring with Harel and his cronies, there was too much at stake. Eli hurried on. ‘The less good news, which I’m sure you’ve all heard, is that there was a fatal stabbing in Edgware last week. As of today, we are going to be pooling our information with MI5 and Rafi will be heading this two-way exchange.’

‘What about us?’ Nathan said. His eyes were watery and his voice rasped. ‘Lev and me. Why can’t we do it? We’re already working with MI5 and Shabak on that American, Jarvis.’

‘Thank you, Nathan, I’ll get to that in a moment and explain why we’re going to do it this way,’ Eli said. ‘But now, since you raised the issue, perhaps you can fill us in on how that American operation is going. We’re all ears.’

Nathan picked up the remote control and pointed at the screen behind Eli’s head; it forced Eli to shift his chair around so he could get a view of the split screen. On one side was a head and shoulders image of a youngish white man. He had a square jaw, creased brow and he gazed intently at the camera. On the other side of the screen was another head and shoulders image but this was the head and shoulders of a cow, a red cow.

‘What the—?’ Eli said.

‘Para adumma,’ Nathan said. ‘Red heifer.’ 

Then in his thin, reedy voice, interspersed with some coughing, Nathan proceeded to describe the red heifer ritual as described in chapter 19, Book of Numbers. Eli held his head in his hands as Nathan spoke. ‘The children of Israel were commanded to obtain “a red heifer without spot, wherein is no blemish, and upon which never came yoke.”’

All the while Urit clicked away on her computer as she looked up everything she could find about red heifers while Nathan talked. 

Finally, Eli raised his head and held out his hand to stop Nathan’s biblical references. ‘Are you telling me that’s what this American has in mind?’

‘Yes, exactly so,’ Nathan said. ‘With our colleagues from MI5 he was followed to Cirencester Agricultural College. It is in Gloucestershire. Very beautiful countryside. It seems that Jarvis was trying to make an endowment to the college to sponsor research into developing the embryo of a perfect red heifer.’

Adam had been uncharacte‌ristically quiet but now he spoke. ‘Lookit, I’m kind of missing why this is such a problem. I get that the guy’s an evangelist and he’s on a watchlist, but what’s the big deal about the cow?’

‘Go on, somebody,’ Eli said, ‘tell him. Tell young Adam what the American is hoping to achieve with his endowment funded by some rural community in Nowhereseville, America.’

‘Armageddon,’ Nathan said and coughed into his tissue.

‘That’s right. Arma-fucking-geddon,’ Eli said. ‘You see, Adam, the way it works is that the cow is sacrificed on the Mount of Olives, which will bring about the building of the Third Temple and when the Third Temple is destroyed then Jesus will come back and rule over the world. Or something like that. That’s how it goes, Nathan, isn’t it?’

Eli didn’t wait for a response; Nathan was still coughing and had to sip at his drink. ‘Google it, Adam. There are people walking around who really believe this shit. No doubt, some of them in our own government. Meanwhile, we have to waste our time and resources on this nuisance. Nathan, you can either leave the room now or put on a mask to protect us from whichever one of the ten plagues has descended upon you.’

‘Sorry,’ Nathan said. 

Urit fished out a mask from her holdall and pushed it across the table towards Nathan, who put it on.

‘Thank you, Urit,’ Eli said. ‘So, Nathan, the reason you and Lev are dealing with the religious crazy is because you have the biblical references at the tip of your fingers, and Lev’s experience with Shabak and his contacts will mean better liaison with MI5 as well as our people back home. Understood? Rafi has the other problem, a revenge killing for a terrorist attack that happened seventy-odd years ago. Rafi has made great progress and is on the cusp of penetrating the 91 Group of crazies.’ 

Eli clasped his hands together and rested his elbows on the table. ‘You see, Nathan, I can’t have everyone on the team going crazy, all at the same time. What’s more, someone round here has to deal with the proper work of an intelligence agency and not waste time and resources chasing mad people. Understood?’

There was a collective nod around the table and a watery sniff from Nathan.

‘That’s it for this morning,’ Eli said. ‘I want Rafi, Adam and Segev back here in an hour for a briefing.’


Chapter 26

The extra hour had given Eli the chance to speak to Kia in the safe house in Great Pulteney Street to make sure that the consignment had arrived from Heathrow. It had. He was able to see everything on the computer screen and Kia also showed him the original. Side by side the two versions were indistinguishable and that wasn’t just to the naked eye. The goods were a perfect copy, down to packaging, security tags, paper quality, even the dyes used. Mind you, it was hardly surprising, seeing that Spinning Wheel, their agent in place at ARR, had given them samples as well as full specs. At the time it seemed unnecessary, but the apparent overzealousness of the office apparatchiks had paid off. 

Eli had perfect copies of the ARR Black Hornet Drones. All they had to do now was make it look like they’d stolen them.

When Rafi, Segev and Adam were back in the meeting room, Eli connected a video call with Yuval in Washington. Even though it was 2 o’clock in the morning on the East Coast, from the wall screen Yuval looked full of energy. That was no surprise. Eli felt it himself and it was present in the room, a sense of anticipation that made his guts tighten with excitement. 

Eli launched into the briefing. ‘This morning we took delivery of the fakes and all the equipment is now in place and has been tested.’

‘You tested the smoke grenades?’ Yuval said from the screen on the wall.

Eli nodded at Rafi and signalled him to respond. Eli may have had seniority but he was happy to acknowledge Rafi as the expert on anything that exploded or detonated. 

‘I tested them,’ Rafi said. ‘They’re good enough for what we need, although it’s too bad we have to use commercial ones as they only have a ninety-second live time.’

‘It was never an option,’ Eli said. ‘If we’re going to make the diversion look like the work of kids, we have to use non-military grade material.’

‘I know.’ Rafi shrugged. 

Eli clicked the remote and an overhead satellite image appeared on the second wall screen, the screen split at a second click and showed a series of ground-level views of a three-storey concrete building. Eli went on. ‘ARR is in a science park between an aircon manufacturer and a company that makes spare parts for domestic aviation. We have managed to sublease a section of the aircon manufacturer’s storage facility which gives us access to the park. Outside the park, across the road, there are two supermarkets as well as numerous small retail outlets in a purpose-built site. With a lack of parking in the science park, the one at Waitrose, the bigger car park of the two, is used by staff who don’t have reserved places. This includes the warehouse manager.’

Eli clicked the remote again and up came an image culled from Facebook. It showed a sandy-haired man standing beside a vintage Alfa Romeo Spider. He was wearing aviator shades and looked doughy and middle-aged. 

‘David Slinn, warehouse manager. Divorced. Leaves work every day around 17:30 and at least three times a week goes into the supermarket and buys groceries. Milk, a ready meal and wine. Sometimes he goes out for a drink at the pub at the roundabout, but mostly he goes home. His passion is that car which is thirty-odd years old. He spends his weekends polishing it or taking it to meetings of other enthusiasts.’

‘No wonder his wife left him,’ Rafi said. 

Eli ignored the comment. ‘Segev has been monitoring the CCTV for the last month and we know that the car park is used at night by various people. Learner drivers come to try the controls of their parents’ cars, there’s also some low-level drug dealing, under-age drinking, a little skateboarding; it’s a popular place with the kids. But David Slinn does not like kids and makes no secret of it according to Spinning Wheel. She says he boasts of logging complaints to both supermarket security and the community police, and he’s active on the community social.’

Yuval was leaning right into the camera and the close up on the big screen was overpowering. Eli glanced down before he continued. ‘So, this is the plan: we give the Russians our drones with the backdoor poison pill configured to our specifications; but they think they’re coming from ARR.’

‘Very nice,’ Yuval said. ‘But why are you bothering with ARR?’

‘Just in case they have the facility under surveillance,’ Eli said. ‘It’s unlikely, they don’t have the resources and MI5 will be all over them.’

Eli continued. ‘Sunset is 16:50. Full darkness at 17:20. No moon. We maintain eyes on David Slinn. At 17:25 Rafi flips the lid of the Alfa and plants the smoke bombs attached to cables. The smoke bombs need to be wedged behind the grille of the car so that when Rafi tugs, the smoke bomb goes off.’

‘And you’ve tested this?’ Yuval said. 

‘We may not have the facilities of the Country Club,’ Rafi said, ‘but we have tested this in an out-of-town location and it works. There is a hook at the end of each cable, and the smoke bomb is wedged behind the grille; one sharp pull and the pin comes out.’ Rafi gestured the movement and made a clicking noise.

‘Both cable and hooks are generic and available at local hardware stores,’ Eli added. ‘And, of course, the hood of the classic Alfa is easy to access from outside.’

Even though he was based in Washington, it was Yuval’s job to sign off on UK operations and Eli realised just how much Yuval would have liked to have been there, in the room, on the ground and in the tech truck watching the action live. Yuval had often told Eli that a live operation was better than a football match that went to penalties but until now Eli hadn’t realised how much Yuval missed it. It looked as if paper-pushing in Washington was taking its toll on the former Sayeret Matkal commander. Like so many people in the Office, and unlike Eli, Yuval had served in Sayeret Matkal, also known as The Unit. If Eli ever had to explain it to someone like Milne, he’d have said it was like a combination of Eton and the SAS. It was the fast track to high government office. 

‘Go on,’ Yuval said.

‘The average response time of the local fire brigade is nine minutes and thirteen seconds,’ Eli said. ‘When they arrive, it will take them roughly seven minutes to clear the area and discover that the local kids played a prank on David Slinn. That gives us roughly ten minutes to have our van with the substitute drones into the ARR site while everyone wonders what’s going on. In that ten minutes Adam drives the van and with Desert Goat’s help they swap a pallet of ARR drones for ours. Then they take the van to the rendezvous with our Russian friends at this warehouse which is five point two kilometres away. The journey will take around eleven minutes unless there is traffic or an accident. Naturally, we’ll be using our version of Waze as there are three alternative routes.’

Eli clicked the remote again and showed a nondescript warehouse on an industrial estate. A sign outside said ‘Kostastorage 24-hour storage facilities’.

‘Why isn’t Segev driving?’ Yuval said. 

‘We need Segev and Michael, our comms guy, in the tech truck accessing the CCTV live stream and modifying it.’

‘God bless Toka,’ Yuval said, ‘even if I don’t buy into the love affair with electronic intelligence.,Toka is the best thing that’s happened since CCTV came along and ruined our lives.’

Yuval wasn’t the only one. They all loved Toka. They were able to locate cameras within a given perimeter, watch the live feed, and, the best bit of all, make audio and visual modifications. In other words, change the narrative.

‘What’s the modification?’ Yuval said. 

Eli clicked the remote and showed the pre-prepared feed that would be edited in. It showed three figures in hoodies hanging around the Alfa Romeo and planting what looked like smoke bombs. The images were AI generated, matched to the forecasted light levels, and gave the impression of adolescents having fun.

‘If there are any final adjustments to make, say cloud cover or precipitation, Segev will adjust the feed at the time. He’s also going into the archive footage to establish our AI guys as having been there before.’

Yuval leaned back in his chair and was no longer louring over them from the wall screen. ‘Let’s go back to the rendezvous with the Russians. The location is their choice. Adam goes with the Ukrainian because… ?’

‘Three reasons,’ Eli snapped back. ‘One. Security and Maintaining Cover. So far he has only had direct contact with Trainer, Adam and myself. Trainer is a Brit, I can pass as one with my accent and Adam is Canadian by birth. We want to keep it like that. Two. Containment. We don’t want to bring in any more people from either the team in London and definitely not from back home.’

‘I agree with that,’ Yuval said with feeling.

‘Three. Using Desert Goat in this way compromises him to the point where we can be assured of his future cooperation. He’s not the easiest of agents and we need more leverage.’ 

‘Eli, okay, I accept your rationale… I assume they are going to be masked.’

‘Of course,’ Eli said. ‘That goes without saying.’

Masks, which looked like surgical masks, were another device that Yuval loved but struggled to admit just how much he liked them. Facial-recognition AI was now able to penetrate masked faces but, as Yuval liked to remind anyone he could, some distant cousin of his at the university in Beersheba had developed a process that would classify the wearer of the optimised masks as an unknown identity.

‘Unknown identity!’ Yuval had crowed with delight at the idea that they really could hide in plain sight. ‘Just like the Invisible Man.’

But Yuval had a right to boast of his cousin’s achievement; of course they were going to use the bloody masks.

Behind Yuval, Eli could see kitchen units and a window of dark night on the other side of the Atlantic. Yuval was rubbing his hands over his chin, maybe he was feeling for stubble. In London there was silence in the meeting room. Excitement had shifted to collective anxiety; Eli believed that he had thought of everything; he had gone over and over the plan with Rafi but had they missed something? It happened. 

Finally, Yuval took his hand away from his chin and nodded. 

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Go ahead. Good luck and don’t fuck up.’

The screen went black as Yuval left the meeting and Eli spent a few moments summarising the conversation and asked for any final questions before the operation. He was aware that Rafi said nothing. Just leaned back in his chair, his long legs stretched in front of him crossed at the ankle. He was still sitting in that exact position after Adam and Segev left the meeting room. Silent. 

‘Did I miss something?’ Eli said.

It took a while for Rafi to answer. ‘Eli, my man. This isn’t a negative treatment. We’re not killing a target. All we’re doing is creating a diversion and trashing someone’s car. It’s not far off from the sort of thing we used to do as kids.’

‘What?’

‘Didn’t you ever take stones from a building site and use them to try to knock out street lights?’ Rafi was cupping his hand as if imagining holding a stone of the right size. ‘Or dig holes on the beach, cover them with a layer of newspaper, sprinkle sand on top and watch people trip up? Or—’

‘No,’ Eli interrupted. ‘That’s another one of those formative experiences that I don’t share with you. What’s the point you’re trying to make with these charming reminiscences?’

‘I think this is overkill.’

Eli opened his mouth to speak, but Rafi rushed on. ‘Okay, okay, you’re the boss. It’s your show, and we do it your way, but I can’t help thinking that you could have just dumped the drones at the Russian storage facility without any of these complications. You know, taken a chance that there’s no surveillance on ARR which you said is unlikely.’

‘Yeah, but I don’t want to take a chance,’ Eli said. ‘I may not have had your childhood experiences of delinquency and petty crime or your adult experience killing people in negative treatment scenarios, but this has to work and I am trying to make sure that I’ve thought of everything. Okay?’

‘Okay.’ Rafi shrugged. ‘Understood. But, Eli, sometimes you can’t think of everything that might happen and you just have to improvise.’

‘In that case I’ll leave it to you,’ Eli said. ‘The expert.’


Chapter 27

There’s a line, fine as spider silk, between anxiety that paralyses and excitement that over-propels. Before an operation the aim was to find the sweet spot between those two states. That’s what they taught the recruits back home and that’s what Eli was thinking about as he sat in the driver’s seat of the tech truck while Segev and Michael, the comms guy, sat side by side in the back, hunched over the screens. The atmosphere was charged with concentration as Eli watched the dashboard screen and his earbuds buzzed with updates from both Rafi and Adam, both in position, both ready to go. 

Five minutes and counting. Outside, the conditions were optimum. No precipitation and heavy cloud cover. The sky was dark and matt, there were no reflections on puddles from the lights. No wind. There were just a few people around the car park who scuttled towards their cars with trolleys loaded with bags, like squirrels going home to their dens.

‘Zero Seven,’ Eli said. ‘No change, copy.’

‘Alpha Four, the car next to the target has vacated the bay, copy.’ Alpha Four was Rafi’s call sign. 

‘Zero Seven,’ Eli said. ‘We have visuals, copy.’

‘Alpha Four, just checking you’re awake, copy.’ 

‘Zero Seven, fuck off, copy.’ 

Another voice broke in, it was Adam. ‘Tango Twenty-eight. Target has exited the facility, heading your way, eta two minutes thirty. Copy.’

‘Target identified,’ Segev said from the back of the van and on the dashboard screen Eli had his first view of David Slinn, the middle-aged car enthusiast. Hunched inside a dark jacket, he had a middle-aged universality, the kind of guy who’d get lost in any crowd.

‘Zero Seven to Alpha Four. You have authorisation. Copy.’

‘Alpha Four, okay.’

So far Operation Chisel was going like a hot knife through butter. On the dashboard screen Eli watched the first smoke bomb detonate and in the still air it seeped out of the hood of the car and meandered as if hesitant about which way to go. Then the smoke gathered its strength and started to billow from the grille. Ten metres away David Slinn stopped and then he started to run towards his car but when the second smoke bomb was detonated, he stopped again; his car was surrounded by a mass of blue smoke. 

Around the car park there was a flurry of activity as people kept their distance in case there was an explosion but were also keen to see the excitement. Phones were whipped out to take pictures while others appeared to be calling the emergency services. 

‘What the hell,’ Eli said. ‘It’s blue! Zero Seven to Alpha Four, respond.’

Another smoke bomb went off and this time it was cerise. The panic in the car park was dissipating and people were laughing, more pictures were being taken. 

‘Alpha Four to Zero Seven,’ Rafi said. ‘This is what happens when you buy commercial grade on the internet. Copy.’

‘I thought you’d checked everything, Expert,’ Eli said. From the supermarket two security men appeared but they just hovered at a distance, talking into walkie talkies. All the while, David Slinn stood rooted to the spot. Then, as the cerise smoke started to fade, he began to edge towards the car.

Meanwhile, Adam was both in Eli’s ear and on the split screen on the dashboard. He was kitted out with a beanie, work gloves and a heavy lumberjack shirt; head down he was shifting boxes from a pallet into the van but without much help from Bohdan, who seemed to be directing where Adam should place the boxes. 

‘Zero Seven to Tango Twenty-eight,’ Eli said. ‘Tell the bastard to help you. You have about four minutes to get out of there, copy.’

Eli couldn’t hear exactly what Adam said to Bohdan because he had both Segev and Rafi reporting in as each smoke bomb went off, but whatever it was, it did the trick. Bohdan, who looked far more the manual labourer than Adam, was now shifting boxes but he was talking at the same time.

‘Fire engine and police are close,’ Segev said.

Shit, they needed more time. 

‘Zero Seven to Alpha Four,’ Eli said. ‘Fire engine and police at coordinates 60481. Copy.’

‘Police?’ Rafi said. 

‘Zero Seven, yes.’ Eli said. ‘ETA one minute and fifteen seconds. Leave the site, copy.’

‘Alpha Four, I’m improvising. Copy.’

‘I said leave the site.’

On the screen Eli saw Rafi’s tall figure stroll into the shadows to the side of the car. 

‘What the hell is he doing?’ Eli said. 

Then Eli saw it, a light inside the car, a flame, and it was spreading. The small crowd in the car park also saw it and watched. The interior of the car was ablaze, genuine smoke was billowing from the window, upwards into the dark sky. As for Rafi, he was nowhere to be seen; he’d melted away into the darkness just as the police car and fire engine turned into the side road approaching the car park, blue lights flashing and sirens blaring. 

Eli heard a crackle in his ear. ‘Tango Twenty-eight, we’ve left the location, copy.’ Adam said. He sounded relieved.

Eli glanced at the second screen; the van with the drones nosed out of the science park onto the main road where it turned left and slid into traffic for the drive to the rendezvous with the Russians. 

Two minutes later, Segev unlocked the backdoor of the tech truck and Rafi climbed inside. Eli gunned up the engine and drove at a steady pace away from their location but he was gripping the steering wheel as if it was Rafi’s throat and he could squeeze the life out it. Behind him, Eli heard Rafi slap Segev and Michael on their backs as he passed by and then he squeezed through the front seats and sat in the passenger seat next to Eli.

‘What the hell did you just do?’ Eli said. 

‘Improvised.’ Rafi reached into his rucksack and took out a bottle of water from which he glugged down noisily. When he stopped drinking he said, ‘We needed the extra time so I broke the window with this.’ He delved into his pocket and took out an emergency glass hammer. ‘Every car should have one. And then I tossed in some lighter fuel and a match. Okay?’

‘Not okay.’

‘Why not? It still looks like vandalism, but it gave us the extra time we needed.’

‘Why didn’t you just put a match down the petrol tank and create a massive fireball that killed half a dozen people?’ Eli said.

‘For one thing it wouldn’t work,’ Rafi said. ‘The air to oxygen ratio needs to be quite precise. I’d need a mechanical ignition device and you didn’t really want a fireball, did you? Torching the inside of a car contains the blaze. It really was the safest option.’

‘Fuck you, Rafi.’ 

‘I love it when you talk dirty.’

‘You really are a total bastard.’ Eli was smiling.

From the tech truck Eli watched the progress of the van with the drones on a map. At the same time they listened in to the conversation between Bohdan and Adam. 

‘Uh, huh,’ Adam said. ‘That sounds great, man, really great.’ 

‘You know why I do this, why I help you? Why I want to be in England?’ 

‘Why’s that?’ Adam said without any enthusiasm.

‘For my son. He will have the best education money can buy and you know what that is, it’s a British education in a British public school, like Eton. And then he will go into government.’

‘Isn’t he a little young for Eton?’ Adam said.

‘They go to preparation school first, I know this. It is what the Royal Family do with their children.’

The tech truck was at a traffic light and the conversation between Adam and Bohdan was filling the cabin. It was like listening to a bizarre radio play. 

Bohdan was in full flow. ‘This… this is the only country in the world where my son can become a part of the Establishment, even the nobility. He can become an aristocrat, a lord. And it starts with the education.’

‘Ain’t that something?’ Adam said. ‘So you like the Royal Family.’

‘I love the Royal Family,’ Bohdan said. ‘It is… I don’t know the word in English, it is something that is same when everything changes.’

‘Continuity? Stability? But they’re so messed up.’

‘Families always messed up. This makes them human. Like us.’

In the front seat of the tech truck, Eli and Rafi exchanged looks. 

‘Why didn’t he go straight to the Brits?’ Rafi said. ‘Milne would have had him rolling on his back asking for his belly to be stroked.’

‘This isn’t genuine,’ Eli said. ‘The education request for his kid might be but he thinks that Adam is Canadian and he’s trying to push him. Seeing if he comes out with Republican arguments, seeing if he can get a rise out of him. That’s one of Bohdan’s little games and so far Adam’s doing okay. He’s not playing.’

‘Can he keep it up?’

‘He’d better. Or we’re in trouble.’

Eli had the painful satisfaction of seeing his fears realised. 

The protocol that Eli had agreed with the Russians was that they would leave the boxes in a storage unit that could be jointly accessed by a simple number code. Once there, it would be collected by the Russians within the hour. Agreeing to this stipulation had seemed like a small price to pay, particularly as Adam and Bohdan would be masked up. But Bohdan knew better. 

‘I not wearing mask,’ Bohdan said when Adam told him what he was supposed to do. ‘They do not work with advanced facial-recognition so no point.’

‘In that case you can stay in the truck and I’ll do it on my own.’ 

‘Come, don’t be like this, we are friends, aren’t we? We get rid of the boxes and go. I finished for the day.’

Before Adam had the chance to insist, Bohdan was out of the truck and stood by the storage area, hands on hips, ready to unload the boxes. 

Eli turned round in his seat. ‘Segev, we’re going to have to modify the CCTV in the storage facility now.’

‘What?’ Segev was working on the CCTV in the car park. ‘We can’t, not yet, we’re not finished here.’

Turning back to the screen, Eli could see Adam, who had put on his own mask, scramble out of the truck and start humping the boxes into the storage area. He was also remonstrating with Bohdan.

‘You need to wear a mask,’ Adam said. 

‘They not work, I tell you. I am a scientist. The facial-recognition software measure the size of the eyes and the face, even with glasses; the masks do not work.’

‘These ones do, I promise you,’ Adam said, but he sounded too weak. Then he added, ‘For Chrissake sake, just do it.’ And that was no good either, Adam sounded too angry. 

Eli tapped the side of the steering wheel in frustration. The way to handle Bohdan was by being ice-cold and detached. Anger excited the agent, it gave him a sense that he had got a reaction and for him that was power. It energised him and Adam had lost authority. Eli could see it in the way Bohdan was swiftly and efficiently unloading the boxes and stacking them neatly in the storage area.

‘We do it like this,’ Bohdan said as Adam stood glowering at the agent. ‘Fill the back of the pallet first then the front.’

‘Zero Seven to Tango Twenty-eight,’ Eli said. ‘Just do it. Copy.’

Adam waded in and hauled boxes. 

‘There, we nearly finished,’ Bohdan said. ‘Come, that’s the last one. So we go.’

From the tech truck Eli and Rafi watched the two figures climb back into the vehicle and reverse out of the storage facility. 

‘Shit,’ Eli said. ‘Segev how are you getting on? Is it possible? Can we modify their CCTV?’

‘It’ll take a while. There’s quite a complex firewall on this particular system.’

‘Isn’t that a surprise?’ Rafi stretched his long legs into the footwell. ‘But, Eli, is this actually the end of the world? We got the drones to the Russians, that’s our side of the deal. Are they really going to care how we actually did it?’

‘Maybe not. But that guy’s trouble. I’ve never been more certain about anything in my life.’


Part Three

DIRT


‘I sometimes think that the price of liberty is not so much eternal vigilance but eternal dirt.’

—George Orwell

‘It is more shameful to distrust our friends than to be deceived, by them.’

—Confucius



Chapter 28

The flat smelt bad; its bright, newly painted, newly refurbished scent had been corrupted by something rank; sweat, vomit and dirt. It smelt as if something had died in the gloom. It was midday but the blinds were down, there was only a shadow on the sofa to indicate there was anyone there. A shadow and the sound of stertorous breathing. 

‘Tom?’ Petra said. ‘Tom, wake up.’ 

He groaned in response and Petra negotiated a path to the windows to open the blinds. Negotiated because she had to step over and through a mound of discarded towels, Tom’s parka and his open rucksack, the contents spilling out. After Petra drew back the curtains she saw the extent of the mess, the opened tube of Berocca and a pool of partially mopped up vomit. 

‘Get up,’ Petra said. It was an order. ‘Get yourself into the shower and put on some clean clothes. Now, Tom.’

He opened one eye and then the other. He was a mess; his face was blotchy and a bruise was coming up under one eye. But as he struggled upright and lurched towards the bathroom she ran an eye over his form and saw that he was unhurt. 

Petra heard the shower run and began the grim task of cleaning up; she piled vomit-covered towels into a bin bag and sprayed liberal amounts of scented kitchen cleaner everywhere, including the cracked leather sofa. 

By the time Tom came back into the main room some order had been restored; there were two cups of instant coffee at the end of the table and a bowl of cereal. Tom’s wet hair was plastered to his head which only served to make the bruise around his eye appear more livid, but at least he was alert and himself.

‘Thank you,’ he said; he gazed around the restored living space. ‘I’m so sorry…’ 

‘Just sit down, have some coffee. Eat something.’ She picked up one of the cups and gestured towards the bowl and spoon. ‘That was all I could find.’

Tom shook his head and closed his eyes, then visibly seemed to try to pull himself together. He reached for the coffee and sipped at the hot liquid, cupping his hands around the cup. 

‘I’m sorry,’ he said after he put the cup down. 

‘You said that already. What happened?’

It took him a while to gather himself, but then he spoke. ‘On the plus side, I’ve been accepted into the 91 Group. It’s official, I’m one of them.’ A sob caught in his throat, he cleared it as if it was a cough.

Petra moved to sit next to him on the sofa. ‘Let’s take it from the beginning. You had a meeting with Keith last night, didn’t you? I thought it was social, another opportunity to watch some football and get to know each other.’

‘That’s what I thought. You know, a few beers, chat about how white people in this country have been marginalised for too long and the usual antisemitism and racism, before a kebab or KFC dinner. But I was wrong. When I got to the pub they were there.’

‘How many?’

‘Two outside. Seeing if I was followed. I didn’t realise that until later, and two inside, plus Keith.’

‘And they were there to check you out?’

‘To check me out and also to see if I was the real deal. Whether it was all piss and wind, as one of them put it.’

‘Meaning what?’

Tom took a while to answer the question. He reached towards the table and held the bowl and took a couple of spoonsful of cereal. Petra noticed that his hands were trembling and that his knuckles were red.

‘One of them, he called himself Steve. I don’t know if that was his real name.’

‘Do you think he might have been the leader?’ 

‘No, that was the other one who didn’t talk much at all and had a crucifix on a gold chain round his neck, believe it or not?’ Tom’s voice was rising in distress.

‘Okay,’ Petra said, lowering the temperature, ‘you’re in the pub with Keith, Steve and the third guy, with two more outside. Did the guy with the crucifix give a name?’

‘Arthur.’

‘Then what happened? Where exactly were they sitting in relation to you? What were they wearing? Did they have any identifiable tattoos, jewellery or other elements you noticed? Any accents? What made you think that Arthur was the leader? Was it something he said?’

Petra used all her skill as a debriefer and indeed, a journalist, to do two things: first, to gather as much information as possible while it was still fresh in Tom’s mind, and second, and more importantly, to help Tom start to distance himself from the events. To do this, she grabbed some paper from Tom’s discarded notebook and drew a diagram of the table in the bar, to mark where everyone was sitting. 

It seemed that there’d been some heavy drinking, paid for by Arthur. Beer and shots. A lot of talk about the need to strike back and how terrorist Jews, many of them early Communists, had cunningly established themselves in the Middle East as a base for world domination. 

‘Arthur talked a lot about Jewish rituals and how they sacrificed Christian infants, but managed to keep it quiet because of their control over the police and government in various countries.’

‘Okay, so the usual conspiracy bollocks which I presume you supported and contributed to.’ 

‘Yes. And I thought that would be it. I’d drunk more than I’m used to with the beer and the shots and at kicking-out time we headed off to the high street and picked up a kebab. And then… we went to the alley behind the kebab place. We waited until the owner came out. And… we… I… Steve and Arthur held him, they made me… Petra, they made me hit him.’ 

Tom’s eyes filled with tears. ‘They made me hit him and kick him and when he fell to his knees, they pushed him to the ground. And… that’s when I was sick. I was sick over him. I couldn’t help it, Petra. What have I done? What have I done?’

Petra put her arms around Tom and held him to her. His hair was still wet as she stroked it and made soothing noises as if he were a child. ‘It’s okay, it’s all right, everything will be all right.’ 

His body was racked with sobs and Petra held him tighter. 

‘Tom, you did what you had to do.’

Petra knew that she was equally guilty. She should never have allowed him to be put in this situation with his lack of training and no ability to get out of it. It had been convenient to use him, a genuine Midlands Brit who had tech skills and was keen to play the part. It had also been convenient for her; Tom was translating Sahar’s journal. But they should have expected that there’d be some sort of test to prove Tom’s credentials, and she and Rafi could have been there as interested passers-by, they could have stopped the beating-up happening and retained Tom’s credibility with the group. What a cock-up.

Petra continued to stroke Tom’s hair and back, and gradually his sobs subsided. 

‘They will be punished, Tom, and by doing what you did you will be helping to punish them. Now, I want you to finish your coffee and when you’re ready, I want you to write this all down. All of it. I’ll talk to Zoran and we’ll work out what to do next.’


Chapter 29

The same afternoon, Eli sat at the desk in his office, sleeves rolled up, working through his inbox. He kept glancing at the time on the screen, hopeful that he could finish and get home. Gal had said they needed to carve out some relationship time. The result was that twice a week they went to a neighbourhood restaurant that was new to them for an unfamiliar but shared experience. The experiences were variable, one week retro menus and a schnitzel that looked like a tumour, the next a dingy Korean restaurant and delicious bibimbap.

To make sure he got home in time that evening Eli had asked Rafi to meet with Petra and have a second meeting with the English boy. Judging by the contact report, it sounded as if there’d been a cock-up in the 91 Group operation, but no doubt Rafi could deal with it. He was on a roll. 

For a moment, before he settled down to work again, Eli thought about the debrief with Yuval after the drones were passed to the Russians. Only Eli and Rafi had been in the meeting room; Eli had insisted that Rafi be present for the predictable bawling out. 

As soon as the video link went live, Yuval had wasted no time on niceties. ‘I said, no fuck-ups. Where’s Adam?’

‘On the way back from Norwich,’ Eli said. ‘He’s got a lead on a Syrian scientist attending a climate seminar at the university there.’

Yuval grunted his acceptance of the excuse before he went on. ‘I also consider torching the car as a fuck-up.’ He stabbed his finger at the camera and on the wall screen the digit looked bigger and more of a threat than it actually was. ‘This is exactly the kind of incident that will get the interrogators on our backs. Rafi was supposed to have rehearsed. Obviously he didn’t rehearse enough, did he? This is your responsibility as well, Eli. Keep your team in line.’ 

‘May I say something?’ Eli asked. 

‘No, I haven’t finished yet. A smoke bomb is one thing but property destruction? Torching a car? If there’d been a casualty or a death – then what? This is the UK with an upcoming election; that means manifestos, law and order speeches. The UK has the same self-serving politicians as we do, even if they don’t scream at each other with the same frequency. But a casualty or a death would have been blown up into a terrorist attack, an assault on law and order and they would have been looking for someone to blame. So I don’t care how smart Segev is with his fancy CCTV manipulation, MI5 would have been forced to get involved and no doubt found the link to ARR. Then what? Then we’re in deep shit.’

Rafi’s hands were on the table in front of him and his head was down. He looked about as contrite as he could and he’d lost all the certainty he’d had immediately after he’d set fire to the car. 

‘But, Yuval,’ Eli said. ‘Nobody died, and no one was hurt.’ 

Rafi turned to Eli and his face showed surprise. Eli went on. ‘Rafi did what was absolutely necessary for us to complete the operation, given the failure of the smoke grenades. We had no choice but to create a diversion for the show.’

Rafi was now looking not just surprised at the unexpected support but shocked. So was Yuval. 

Eli continued. ‘Rafi demonstrated both skill and finesse and his actions were appropriate to the situation. End result, the operation was a success and, as we all know, that’s the only thing that matters.’

On the screen Yuval twisted his mouth, unwilling to concede defeat too easily, but in the face of Eli’s logic, unable to disagree. He was clearly uncomfortable so took the diversionary option.

‘What about Goat?’ he growled. ‘Where’s Adam?’

Eli looked at his phone. ‘He’ll be at least another twenty minutes.’

‘He really screwed up. When the agent wouldn’t put on a mask, Adam completely lost authority’

‘Goat is admittedly a problem,’ Eli said. ‘He is an exceptionally difficult agent.’

‘So what are you going to do about it? You need to take Adam off as case officer and run him yourself.’ 

‘I disagree. We’re both going to run him. Adam will do maintenance, the payments, ongoing contact and product gathering and I will step in if we have specific requirements for Goat. I think that will work well.’

‘Why not take Adam off?’ 

‘Because we cannot allow Goat to think he’s in control, and if Adam suddenly isn’t in the picture, whatever story we decide to tell Goat, he’ll still think he calls the shots. By making Goat work within our parameters we establish our authority and to do that we need Adam to stay.’

Yuval frowned, pressed his lips together and then appeared to make a decision. ‘Okay, you know the guy. He’s done what we needed him to do. He’s never going to be a long-time agent like Spinning Wheel.’ Yuval’s voice softened. It was an unusual shift in tone. ‘I understand she’s working out her notice at ARR. I’ll try to stop in London on the way home, maybe see her and say goodbye but if I don’t, Eli, get her something special. Chanel. She deserves it.’

‘Sure.’ 

Was Yuval getting sentimental about an agent?

Yuval had switched the dial back to normal and in his customary manner said, ‘Make sure that there is no more fall-out from this operation with the Russians, Eli. Understood?’

Before Eli could respond, Yuval had exited the call.

But now, two days later, Eli was still thinking about the debrief because whatever Eli had said to Yuval, however confident he’d tried to sound, he had a real bad feeling about the Ukrainian. 

Regardless, Eli needed to finish work on his budget for the next quarter. He began to scan the spreadsheet. Besides the Ukrainian money-pit, everything else was shaping up well and he’d managed to keep some reserves back for speculative operations. If he could cut back on one of the watchers and take Segev off…

Just then, there was a tap on the door and Eli stiffened at the thought that it might be Nathan, who’d taken to dropping by at the end of the day and hovering near Eli’s desk, no doubt trying to see if there were any morsels he could pass on to his cronies. But Eli was wrong. Adam came into the room. 

‘What’s up?’ Eli said.

‘Lookit, I was due to meet Bohdan yesterday, just a maintenance contact and to give him his retainer and a bonus, but he didn’t show. No message either.’

Eli pushed his chair away from the desk and leaned back. ‘What are you thinking, Adam?’

‘Not sure. We know how arrogant he is, how he likes to play us. Maybe he couldn’t resist some disruption by not showing.’

‘And not getting his money? That doesn’t seem likely. How was he when you last saw him?’ 

‘Fine.’ 

Eli tapped at his computer and found Adam’s last contact report.

‘I can see he gave you details of how ARR use third party retailers for second generation and refurbished systems, so he was supplying us with product.’

‘Even though we already had all that from Spinning Wheel, but it was useful corroboration,’ Adam said. ‘And, as you say, he hasn’t clammed up on us which he might have done if he decided he wanted out.’

‘Agreed. And you say, no message from him.’

Adam shook his head. ‘No message, nothing.’

‘Get Segev,’ Eli said. ‘He’s either in the gym or in the comms suite with Michael. Let’s put some watchers on Goat’s house.’

Adam looked worried. 

‘Adam, there are a hundred possible reasons why Goat didn’t make the meeting. So stop wasting time, get Segev, brief him, back here in thirty minutes and let’s find some answers.’

After Adam left, Eli phoned Gal to tell her that something had come up, he was going to be late but he’d meet her at the tapas place just a little later. She was okay about it and said she’d have a glass of Rioja while she waited. 

‘Do that, my love,’ Eli said. ‘And don’t let anyone hit on you.’ 

‘Sure.’ She sounded distracted.

‘You okay?’ 

‘Difficult day with patients. I’ll see you later, I’ll feel better after a glass of wine. Kisses.’ 

The call over, Eli waited in the quiet of his office for Adam and Segev to return. The bad feeling was back with some friends. Eli remembered that the last time an agent had not made a meeting and disappeared it had been one of his: Red Cap. His wife had committed suicide. The agent blamed himself, blamed Mossad and then he was blown to bits and didn’t blame anyone. Eli rested his elbows on the desktop and massaged his eyebrows. For a brief moment the memory ambushed him. Eli saw it all again; the smoke, the injured bystanders and he heard the screaming. 

Not now, not now. I can’t think about this now. 

But it had all started to go wrong when Red Cap didn’t turn up for a meeting. 

Eli hadn’t enjoyed his date night with Gal; the tapas bar was noisy, service slapdash and wine sour. Moreover, Gal was distracted and kept checking her phone. Why? Because of the Ukrainian. 

It seemed that earlier in the day, Gal was supposed to have had another therapy session with the Ukrainian child, Aleksander ,but instead of Bohdan accompanying his child, the distraught wife had turned up. A woman who, according to Gal, could barely speak a word of English and had to communicate using her phone, Google Translate and mime. 

‘No surprise,’ Gal said. ‘The child was anxious because of the state of the mother and all the issues around safety that I’ve been working on went straight out of the window. The father’s only been missing a day but it’s enough to set the child back months.’ 

Gal pushed her almost uneaten plate of food away. ‘I told the mother to message me as soon as she had some news. If the wretched man doesn’t turn up tomorrow, I said I’d go with her to the police to report him as a missing person.’

At that, the tasteless patatas bravas Eli had been shovelling into his mouth stuck in his throat. He coughed and swallowed some water before speaking. ‘Is that really necessary?’

‘Why shouldn’t the police be involved?’ 

Eli shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe the man’s gone on a drinking spree and hooked up with prostitutes or something. Wouldn’t a police interview just increase the child’s safety issues?’

Gal thought about this comment for a moment before she nodded. ‘You might have something there. Also, it might increase the risk of the child going into care if there’s some sort of police report. I don’t yet know exactly how it works here, but once the family is in the system it might be harder to help the kid because we’re a voluntary organisation. I just hope the father turns up.’

‘Me too.’ 

It wasn’t until two o’clock in the morning that Eli had some news for Gal about the errant husband and father, although, of course, he certainly wasn’t going to tell her. He’d been lying awake by her side, ruminating. While Gal lay next to him in the darkness, hair spread out on the pillow, back curved and up against him, he was propped up against the headboard, scrolling through the news feeds on his phone while he waited for a signal with some information. 

Eli may have shown calm when he was quelling Adam’s fears and matter of fact with Gal that the man might just be on a bender, but in the darkness of the night the ramifications of a Goat fall-out rose in his mind like a tsunami that had the potential to destroy everything in its path. Not least his marriage. 

At last his phone pinged with the message he’d been waiting for.  It said:

DT Services. Your package has been delivered.

Eli let out a long sigh, a breath he realised he’d been holding in, and slid out of bed. Gal groaned in her sleep and he put a hand on her shoulder to reassure and waited for her to drift off again.

Eli padded barefoot into the kitchen and while the kettle boiled he called Rafi who had volunteered for a night shift in the tech truck with Segev. 

‘Goat’s just gone into the house,’ Rafi said. ‘Lights have come on.’

‘Do we have sound in the house?’

‘No. Seemed like a waste of time. Given this guy’s expertise, we figured he’d know how to sweep his house and also none of the watchers have Ukrainian.’

‘Why don’t you wait there for another thirty minutes, until the lights go out. Just to be on the safe side.’

‘OK. If she’s anything like my wife, she’s probably screaming her head off at him.’

‘That why you took the night shift in the tech truck?’ 

‘Maybe.’ Rafi chuckled.

There was a noise behind Eli.

‘Eli, what are you doing? Can’t you sleep? Was it that disgusting food?’ Gal stood in the doorway of the kitchen, wrapped in her white robe, hair sleep-tousled. She came into the room and up to Eli, reaching past him to the kettle. 

‘Thanks, bro,’ Eli said down the phone and closed the call. 


Chapter 30

They carried out the debrief the next day in a safe house that was used for the most sensitive operations, a site where they could monitor the surrounding area and where the apartment itself was remotely swept on a loop; it was as secure as the meeting room in the embassy. The only problem for Eli was that though he was head of station, requisitioning that particular safe house called for a special order. In other words, Eli wasn’t going to be able to bury the fact that Goat had gone AWOL and was now considered a risk. It would be flagged up at home and the vultures would start circling. 

Consequently, by the time that Eli had climbed the stairs to the top- floor flat in Westbourne Grove, he was in no mood to be sympathetic if the Ukrainian had jeopardised the operation, not to mention Eli’s career and marriage.

The refreshments on the scarred wooden table were basic. Eli wasn’t there to flatter the agent and give him the sense that he was a valued member of a team. Adam had supplied mugs of coffee and a packet of ginger biscuits from the corner store. The agreed procedure was for Adam to sit away from the table, by the door, with his laptop open on his knee. There he would be able to listen to Segev who was monitoring the watchers in the tech truck and at the same time observe the regular sweeps of the safe house on his laptop to see if there were any energy surges that suggested an attempt was being made to monitor them by other actors.

‘So,’ Eli said once the cup of coffee was in front of the agent. ‘What exactly happened?’

Bohdan was unshaven and he needed a haircut; the surviving ginger hair flicked up on either side of his head above his ears. Over an open neck shirt, he wore a patterned knitted jumper, and a suede jacket. To Eli he had the look of a manual labourer, a docker, a plumber, a fork-lift truck driver, a man who should be wearing a hard hat and working on a building site, not the senior engineer who was purportedly so brilliant that he’d created his very own proprietary radio wave form. 

The agent made no attempt to touch the coffee. He leaned back in his chair, surveying Eli with his small eyes as if he were deciding what to tell him. And what not to tell him.

Eli had to break that.

‘Where were you for twenty-four hours? You weren’t at work, you weren’t at home and you didn’t turn up for your meeting.’

‘How you know I wasn’t at home?’ 

Eli ignored the question. His voice was cold. ‘We’re professionals and we expect the people we work with to behave in a professional way.’

Bohdan shrugged.

‘I told you not to fuck with us.’

Bohdan still looked unperturbed.

‘Have you forgotten about the ARR drones you loaded onto a truck and took to a storage facility? What do you think your new employers are going to make of that? Have you thought about what will happen if we make sure they know about it?’

Bohdan stiffened. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. You approach me, I do what you want, get job at ARR so I tell you what they work on. If they ask I’ll say you threatened my family. UK has good civil rights lawyers and legal aid.’ 

In spite of feeling anger boiling up inside him, Eli forced himself to soften his muscles. Sit quietly, he told himself. Observe the man on the other side of the table. Empathise. Show authority. All the guidance he gave recruits, he was applying to himself.

When finally Eli spoke, he kept his voice soft. ‘I need to warn you that you’re in a dangerous situation. Either you’re completely frank with us now or we wash our hands of you and inform certain contacts not just in ARR but also in the British government. And you know, as well as I do, that they will be obliged to act on the information. Is that what you really want? They may have good civil rights lawyers but British jails have a reputation for being unpleasant. And they can be made even more unpleasant.’

‘It’s not British problem. It’s Russian,’ Bohdan said. ‘They know.’

At that he shrugged off his jacket and pulled both jumper and shirt over his head in one movement. Adam leaped to his feet, but then they both saw why the agent was stripping down. 

Bohdan’s solid trunk, covered in auburn body hair – as was his chest – was also patterned with bruises and lesions. Apparently satisfied that he had their total attention, Bohdan pulled on his clothes while he spoke.

‘Yesterday, I am coming to my meeting with this man,’ he gestured towards Adam. ‘I am walking on the street and a car there. The street is dark. There are three men. One, he drives, the other two, they come out of the car, are either side of me and I am in the trunk of the car. I know who these men are.’ 

‘What do you mean, you recognised them?’ 

‘No.’ Bohdan sounded impatient. ‘They take my watch, they take my phone, they are professionals. That I recognise.’

‘Okay, go on.’

‘I am in the car for twenty-seven minutes.’

‘How do you know?’ 

‘I am a scientist. ’I measure time in my head. It is easy for me.’

Still arrogant, thought, Eli. Still thinks he’s cleverer than the rest of humanity. 

‘The car goes in an easterly direction. They park the car in a… big place, for machines.’ 

‘Warehouse?’ 

‘That is the word,’ Bohdan said. ‘It is empty, under construction on an industrial estate. And they beat me up. As you see.’

‘Why did they let you go?’ Eli said, but he knew the answer.

‘Because I am clever. They are Russian. I tell them how my grandmother was Russian – which is true. But my father is Ukrainian. And how I am here because it was difficult in Ukraine. But I tell them that I really want to work for them.’

‘I see,’ Eli said despite his head whirring with the unexpected turn of events. ‘Did you tell them you already had a… er… second job?’

‘No. It is not their business. If I work for a Canadian marketing company, that has nothing to do with them.’

And you make more money. A lot more, you greedy bastard.

Bohdan continued. ‘They make phone call and then they put me in the trunk of the car, and they drop me where they picked me up. I get Uber, I go home.’

‘What time did you get home?’ 

‘After two in the morning and then my wife screamed at me like she was crazy. But she won’t scream when I buy her a nice house, a nice car and send the boy to the best English school.’


Chapter 31

That afternoon Eli, Adam and Rafi sat in his office and mulled over the debrief with Bohdan. 

‘I wonder how much he squeezed the Russians for?’ Rafi said.

‘Who knows?’ Eli said. ‘The problem is that we have no control over him, no control at all. For all we know he could be popping into the Saudi Embassy next week to see if they fancy some product, on special offer this week.’

‘There must be something we can do,’ Adam said. 

‘The damage has been done.’ Eli pointed at his laptop. ‘I’ve just heard that we’re going to be blessed by a visit from the interrogators. It was to be expected, now that the Russians are directly involved. Back home are going to be all over this like a rash.’

‘Shit,’ Rafi said. 

This wouldn’t be the first time Rafi had been the subject of an inquiry and even though he was ultimately proved to be innocent of any error or wrongdoing, Eli could see that he didn’t relish the prospect of another round of interviews. Adam might be first in line, but the vultures would pick on everything. 

Eli leaned back in his chair and stretched backwards. ‘The only good news is that Yuval is on a flight to Los Angeles so we have a few hours before he’s on our case. Meantime, there’s nothing we can do except make the best of it. Plusim, on the plus side, the agent is still in situ and regardless of his claim that his heart belongs to Mother Russia, he genuinely wants to stay in the UK and he wants to educate his son here. That situation hasn’t changed. So, even though it’s bad, it could be worse.’

Only a few hours later, Eli realised just how much worse it could be.

‘What’s all this?’ Eli said as he opened the door to the apartment and saw two suitcases, a holdall with books and Gal’s work bag by the front door. ‘Are you going somewhere?’

There was no reply but he heard Gal’s voice; she was talking to someone on the phone. Eli manoeuvred his way around the luggage and paced down the hallway into the kitchen. On the table there were two Waitrose carrier bags; Gal was loading them with the various teas, cereals, nuts and vitamins that made up her diet, plus two bottles of the Rioja they’d bought after a wine tasting event. In the other hand she held her phone.

‘Yes, yes,’ she said down the phone. ‘I’ll see you soon. Thank you. He’s here now, I have to go. Yes, I’m fine, thank you, I’ll see you soon.’ She ended the call.

‘What’s going on?’ Eli said. ‘Where are you going?’

Gal stopped packing and looked at Eli from across the room. He took a step forward towards her and she held up her hand as if to ward him off. 

‘I was hoping to be gone by the time you got back.’ Gal’s voice was hard. It matched her expression. ‘But since you’re here we may as well have “the conversation”. I’m leaving you, Eli. Our relationship is unsustainable because of your behaviour.’

‘I don’t understand.’ Eli took one of the bottles of red wine out of the shopping bag and opened it, pouring the wine into two glasses that he placed on the table. 

‘I’m not staying.’

‘Then I’ll drink both. What aspect of my behaviour is bothering you? I know I haven’t been around much because of work, but we have managed to do a few things together.’

He sat down at the big wooden kitchen table and looked at his wife over the top of the glass.

‘Do not pretend you don’t know, Eli. That would be insulting to me.’

‘Understood. I do not want to insult you. I want to know what happened.’

‘Katerina, the wife of the Ukrainian came today with the boy. She told me her husband had come back at two o’clock in the morning.’

‘That’s good, isn’t it? Anyway, I thought she couldn’t speak any English.’ Eli took a gulp of wine. He needed to know the details, even at this moment, when the alcohol stung his oesophagus. He needed to know all the details if there was any hope of being able to turn her.

‘She made herself understood. Google Translate and hand gestures. She said her husband is going to make a lot of money, and that he has a friend, a Canadian friend, who is in international marketing.’

‘So what?’ 

‘Canadian?’ 

‘Everybody says they’re Canadian. It’s a particular favourite with the CIA.’

‘What about marketing?’ 

Eli kept his face blank and raised his shoulders in the merest of shrugs meant to convey innocence.

Gal went on. ‘You may not talk much about how you recruit people but the other wives do, like Hannah. Rafi tells her everything.’

‘Probably to make up for the stuff he doesn’t tell her when he’s fooling around. At least I don’t do that.’

‘You think I’d have stayed with you if you had? And then I thought about the questions you asked me about Bohdan and his wife. You weren’t just being polite and interested in my job for a change.’

‘That’s not fair, I’ve always been supportive of you and your career. Remember when Doron was a baby and you did your PhD; we were struggling. I worked, you studied, I cooked and got up in the night to feed the baby. But we made it, we got through it, Gal.’

‘That was before you did this… this job you do that makes you lie and cheat and manipulate and I KNOW you’re trying to manipulate me now.’

‘I’m not trying to manipulate you, but I genuinely don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Really? Are you absolutely sure about that, Eli?’

Eli said nothing. 

Gal went on. ‘You may be interested to know that when Bohdan – that’s the name of my patient’s father – came home he told Katerina he’d been kidnapped by Russians.’

‘That’s got to be one of the better excuses after going on a bender.’ Eli kept his voice light. He felt her eyes on him and looked back at her, apparently unperturbed.

‘She also described the man who is the Canadian boss. Bohdan, told Katerina that although this Canadian boss’s English is good, he has a slight accent. Like it’s a second language.’

‘So what?’

‘His head is shaved – like yours. And he has a scar above his eyebrow – just like you. Isn’t that the most amazing coincidence?’ 

Eli put the wine glass down on the table. He took his time before looking into his wife’s eyes. 

‘Don’t be angry with me, Gal, sit, please, just sit, let me try to explain,’ Eli said in his calmest voice. He knew that he needed to dial it down. He could see that she was trembling with rage; but she was still on her feet, if he could only get her to sit down he might have a chance.  

‘Sit?’ he said.

‘No.’ She leaned against the kitchen worktop, arms folded, expression grim.

‘Okay. So, Bohdan is uniquely placed to help us in an operation that has huge implications for peace in our region, and when you told me about him I had no choice, I had to do my job.’

Gal shook her head in disbelief, no longer angry, her eyes filled with tears. ‘There is always a choice, Eli. What have you become? I don’t know this man who treats me like some stupid agent he’s trying to recruit. I always thought you were different, that we had something different and special. But I was wrong – you have no honour. This job has taken away your honour.’

Maybe it was the wine, maybe it was the last twenty-four hours, but something inside Eli snapped. ‘It’s my job, Gal. It’s what I do day in and day out and it’s the job that pays for all this,’ he gestured with his hands. ‘The fancy wine, the best seats and dinner at Covent Garden, this apartment, our vacations, and Doron’s American education.’ 

‘You think that makes it better? You’re a sick man, Eli. You see the worst side of people and the darkness has seeped into you. I’ve watched it happen over the years. You’re not the man I married, you stopped hearing the birds sing.’

‘Bullshit.’ 

Gal gave him one last long look and left the room with her bags. He heard her open the front door, get her cases into the lift and then it became quiet. He refilled his wine glass and gulped it back.


Chapter 32

‘Achi, bro, you look like shit,’ Rafi said. 

It was 7:40 in the morning and still dark outside, in the London pre-dawn. Eli had just opened the door to his office and seen Rafi leaning against the bookcase at the end of the room. He was holding a half-drunk smoothie in a container and there was a Pret A Manger bag on the desk in front of Eli’s chair. 

After an appalling night’s sleep, exacerbated by the bottle of wine he’d drunk, Eli had cut himself shaving in the shower and had lost time trying to staunch the flow. He looked as bad as he felt and the prospect of the day ahead wasn’t helping. 

‘How long have we got?’ Eli said.

‘They’re already here. Came in on the red-eye, so keen were they to have another go at cutting off my balls. I told them to start with Adam. He’s in the meeting room with them at the moment.’

‘Thanks. And thanks for this.’ Eli had opened the paper bag and found a breakfast sandwich and coffee. ‘Just what I need.’ He ripped open the container and bit into the soft bread and salty bacon, chasing it with a mouthful of black coffee. Feeling revived, he went on. ‘I’ll breathe bacon fumes over the bastards. But you’re in the clear, you were only involved during the first contact with Goat. It’s me they’re going to tear apart.’

‘Most likely,’ Rafi said. He looked unusually pensive.

‘Do you know who these particular vultures are?’ 

The vultures were the Internal Affairs division, whose domain was an entire floor of one of the central Tel Aviv facilities rammed with analysts, number-crunchers and embittered former case officers who didn’t get out enough, but spent their days picking over field operations looking for expense irregularities, payments to phantom agents, incidents of poor planning that led to diplomatic embarrassment and any other whiff of corruption or slapdash behaviour that would allow them to enjoy a blitzkrieg on some hapless regional station. They were in town and they were on expenses.

‘There’s three of them,’ Rafi said. ‘I remember Amos and Hadassah from last year and there’s a new face, David. He looks the least feral.’ 

‘Okay.’ Eli scrunched up the remains of his breakfast and tossed it in the bin. ‘When are we on?’

Rafi glanced at his phone. ‘Segev, then me, then you, and they also want to talk to Petra, but they might have to do that tomorrow.’

‘Why her?’ Eli answered his own question. ‘Because she made the first contact? Boy, is she gonna love us.’

‘We’ve just got one big problem to work out.’ 

‘I know. I was thinking about that on the way in. What we say about how we sourced Bohdan—’

‘Exactly. If we agree on our story and stick with it, then we can get over the issue with Gal.’

‘It won’t work.’ Eli said.

‘Listen to me, we say we had a sayan, local help who was a neighbour. Okay? And we didn’t write it up. Then it’s just a misdemeanour that it wasn’t in a report.’

‘I’m telling you, Rafi, it won’t work.’

‘Stop being so negative, bro. After all, we can’t write down everything we do, can we? We’d spend our whole time writing reports and not doing. What do you say?’ 

Eli stood up and walked to the window so that he had his back to Rafi. He kept his voice steady. ‘The reason that it’s not going to work is because Gal knows.’

‘Okay…’

‘And… she walked out. Last night. She’s probably staying with that woman in the visa section, Sara.’

‘Shit.’ 

‘So there’s no point cooking up a story for the interrogators; I reckon by midday, the entire embassy will know how we sourced Goat.’

Petra met the interrogator in a safe house in Westbourne Grove. Because of transport delays it had been a hassle getting there and she was late; as a result she was bad-tempered. Added to that, she was worried about Tom, no, not worried, she told herself – she didn’t do that. The boy just needed to learn how to think on his feet if he was going to be any use as either a journalist or an agent. He needed to toughen up. 

Standing on the doorstep waiting for the door to open brought Petra back to her present problem; the next hour. She’d been through it before; the nit-picking procedure with the interrogators. Petra had low expectations of the people whose job it was to find someone to blame when operations went wrong. 

The door opened to reveal Rafi standing there. He rolled his eyes in a complicit gesture and turned so she could follow him up the stairs to the shabby studio flat that smelled of old socks and damp. At one end of the room there was an ancient futon that had been rolled up and in the middle of the room, a table and three chairs. 

‘Love what you’ve done to the place,’ Petra said to Rafi and ignored the grey-haired man sitting at the table. 

‘This is Itamar,’ Rafi said. ‘There’s coffee in the kitchen and water in the fridge.’

‘I brought my own,’ Petra said. 

‘In that case, I’ll see you later.’ Rafi headed to the door and Petra heard him creaking down the steps. 

As she sat down opposite the grey-haired man, in his open-necked shirt and dark jacket, Petra felt an overwhelming wave of irritation. From her holdall she took out a flask of coffee and a nut bar that she proceeded to consume while waiting for the silent softening up procedure to be over. Eventually, the man who called himself Itamar spoke. ‘I want to go over the contact again.’ 

‘Wasn’t it recorded? Haven’t you heard it?’

‘I have but I want to hear it from you,’ Itamar said holding her gaze in a way that no doubt was supposed to be intimidating. 

Petra described the contact with Bohdan exactly as she remembered it.

‘You say you were wet from the rain,’ he said. ‘Do you think that would have indicated to the target that you were waiting for him?’

‘No idea. Ask the target.’ 

‘What do you think?’ 

‘You heard the tape of the follow-up meeting. The target said he was expecting to be contacted because of his job.’

‘You provoked him. You asked him why we would be interested in him.’

‘If you say so.’ 

Itamar was silent again, hands clasped around an empty coffee cup, no doubt expecting Petra to fill the space with some comment. She had the leisure to observe the dandruff that speckled the shoulders of the dark jacket she reckoned he rarely wore. He broke first.

‘Have you ever been approached by MI5 or any other intelligence service?’

‘Give me a break,’ Petra said. He was impassive so she went on. ‘No I haven’t and, if I had, I would have reported it. As you know, I’m sure, my introduction into the organisation was via Alon Regev, he was a close friend of my father’s.’

‘Ah yes, Alon. One of our great inspirations from the past; old school, I think you say.’ His voice betrayed the first emotion of the interview. He wasn’t as smart as he liked to think; he’d sneered. 

‘Meaning what, exactly?’ 

Itamar gave her a small smile and flicked his hand across the table as if he were flicking away the significance of her question. Petra repeated, ‘Meaning what? You’re going to have to help me out here. Remember, I’m British and only the local help. Some nuances escape me.’

‘But you’re Jewish?’

‘In a strictly secular way.’

Itamar nodded. It was a tic that punctuated his speech and meant he was moving on to the next item on the list. 

‘Your boyfriend, Matt, he is British, like you, but not Jewish. Does he know what you do?’

‘No. But we were talking about Alon.’

‘I wasn’t,’ Itamar said.

‘I was,’ Petra said. It was now her chance to play the silent game. 

Finally Itamar spoke. ‘Old school means old politics and old attitudes. We’re a modern nation adapting and changing as the world changes. Alon was old school.’

‘Oh, I get it. So old school and secular mean left-wing and liberal values and modern means right-wing, autocracy, or even theocracy? Is that it? Silly me, because I thought the organisation was above politics. It’s supposed to be, isn’t it? But perhaps you’re on the side of the ultranationalists, or if not them, the Taliban-inspired wing of the Knesset.’

‘Taliban?’ He looked confused.

‘Yes,’ Petra went on. ‘Homophobic, misogynistic, racist, theocrats. Like the Taliban.’ Petra scrunched up her empty nut bar wrapper and tossed it on the table. With a small smile meant to irritate, she said, ‘It won’t end well, you know. It never does.’ 

Any vestige of amity had disappeared. The asshole knew that he’d messed up the interview by betraying his political stance.  

He nodded again, he was going to try to get the interrogation back on track.

‘You said your boyfriend doesn’t know what you do. Why not?’

‘Because I haven’t told him. It would complicate our relationship and it would also be a breach of security.’

‘Why do you say that?’ 

‘Because it’s true?’ 

‘Let’s go back to the contact and the follow-up meeting. What did you think of Adam? How did he behave? Do you think he convinced the target?’

‘He was fine, absolutely fine. I can see no reason why anything he said or did would have raised alarm bells with the target.’

There was another silence. 

‘What about the second meeting?’ he said. ‘You brought the target and his family gifts.’

‘It’s standard procedure,’ Petra said, now making no attempt to keep the impatience out of her voice. ‘I bought them; you will see them itemised on my expenses. I made a point of not being too extravagant because I thought that would be overkill. So a fifty-pound bottle of single malt whisky, not the thousand quid jobs. Did I do right?’

Her question was ignored.

‘What was the brief you were given in terms of gifts?’

‘The usual; flowers, booze, present for the kid.’ 

‘Was there anything unusual about the brief?’

‘Eli wanted a toy for the kid that was either educational or creative. I suspect he’s another socialist, secular, old school type.’

‘Did Eli tell you his name? How long have you known his name?’

‘Since the Sweetbait operation. And the last time I went through this process. Surely you remember Sweetbait – you know, the girl who blew herself up?’ Petra leaned across the table and stabbed her finger at him. ‘Itamar, or whatever your name is, we both know you’re looking for someone to blame because that’s the way it works. That’s your job, find someone to blame. And my job is to do the work. So we’re in perpetual conflict. But the thing is, Itamar, if you don’t like what I do, or the way I do it, you can fuck off and die.’


Chapter 33

At the end of that long and lousy day, Eli was back home, eating tuna out of a plastic container, washed down with another bottle of the red wine. As he thought about his day, he recalled genuine remorse in Rafi’s expression after he’d told him about Gal leaving. Rafi claimed that it was his fault, that he’d encouraged Eli to spy on his own wife. But Eli wasn’t going to let Rafi take the blame – he knew himself better than that. Eli might have hesitated, he might have agonised, but he’d still have come to the same conclusion as Rafi. It was the job. Eli would never have been able to resist the prospect of such an easy scalp.  

Eli got up from his chair at the kitchen table and rooted through the cupboards above the sink until he found an open bag of pretzels. They were stale, almost inedible; he’d never liked pretzels anyway. Then he slumped back down on the kitchen chair and refilled his wine glass; there might not be any decent food in the house, but at least there was wine. 

Gal, Eli sighed.

During the years they’d been together there were so many things he hadn’t been able to tell her, not because of bitachon, security, but because she’d have despised him. That was the truth of it. For all the talk about the job and the Mossad and the country and the region and the geopolitics and making the world a safer place. For all the job security and the good living, when it came down to it, Eli loved the job and there was nothing else he could imagine doing that would be as challenging and satisfying. Because what Eli did mattered.

As the level of the wine in the bottle sank, Eli thought about the first agent he’d recruited; it had been on his first posting in Brussels and he was the rookie case officer on the team. Like Adam, he’d been either number two in an operation or got the jobs that weren’t expected to go anywhere while the big guns, the more experienced case officers, handled the high-profile agents. 

It was a speculative operation. All Eli had been given was the name of a small defence facility in Herstal, in Belgium. And all he had was a young woman who was the local help and a car. Between them, they scoured every single bar near the facility until they found a man, on his own. He was visiting the facility on a training course for some defence equipment his government was buying. A man who was bored and wanted to chat to the attractive young woman who happened to be waiting for her boss to turn up. A man who believed that his government was going to use the equipment not for the betterment of his countrymen, but to increase the surveillance and stifle democratic values. 

Eli had claimed to be a Canadian working for an international marketing company who just happened to be in that Godforsaken part of Belgium with his pleasant and amiable colleague. After only a very few evenings out, Eli, the so-called Canadian with the huge expense account, made the pitch: a monthly retainer for snippets of information that the international marketing company might be able to use. A practice, Eli claimed to the young and naive man, that was common in international industries. Of course, it would start with the snippets but then later they would put greater demands on the individual.

But what Eli remembered was neither the man nor the product, it was the intensity of the moment when the young man agreed to cooperate, when he said he would join the team of the Canadian marketing company. A man whose name Eli could now barely remember except his code name, Piskol, yes, that was it. The moment when he’d nodded his assent was so satisfying for Eli, it was like solving the most complex of chess problems.  

When he’d got home he’d told Gal the whole story, not only how he felt, but how he’d pretended to be Canadian at a time when he’d never actually been to Toronto or anywhere else in Canada. He’d been proud of himself, proud how he’d lied and made Piskol believe the fiction he was presenting. Eli remembered the look that Gal had given him and when she said, ‘Don’t ever lie to me. Promise.’ He also remembered thinking she would never be able to understand, so in future it would be better not to tell her, never mind the security issues.

Eli put down the empty wine glass. He felt ill from lack of food and too much wine, so stumbled towards the bathroom to shower off the sweat and misery of the day. In the dark tiled space, he stood under the shower, leaned his head against the wall and let the water run down his back. 

Of course, he’d told the interrogator the truth about how he’d sourced Goat. It would have been pointless to do otherwise, not least because Gal was staying at her friend Sara’s apartment, so now the entire embassy staff probably knew what had happened because of that meddlesome woman. Although, if Sara had been specific about the details and said it was due to an active operation, Eli would get her sent back to Israel for breach of security. 

There’d been more to suffer that day with unspoken tutting from Nathan, who just about managed not to quote some Talmudic shit about marital harmony. There was little doubt Nathan was delighted that Eli had carried out this fucked-up operation with new deputy Rafi. But at least he faked sympathy. Yossi, the deputy ambassador, made no attempt to conceal his glee that Eli was in trouble and just to add to the whole pile of shit, Menachem, the embassy doctor, cornered him in the café. Eli was trying to avoid everyone’s gaze when Menachem approached him and said that he was the only person in the intelligence unit whose vaccinations and health checks weren’t up to date and he’d expect to see him in his office the following day. 

What a day.

Eli turned off the water and wrapped himself up in a towel. He padded into the bedroom and lay down on the unmade bed. It was only 9 o’clock but all Eli wanted to do was sleep. But just as he was drifting off in a half-drunk state, he heard a sound. The shrill tone of the doorbell, an old battery-operated gadget. Someone was in the building and outside the door. Gal? Could it be Gal? Maybe she’d come back, even if it was just to pick something up. He might get another chance to convince her that he needed her to come back. 

Eli wrapped the damp towel around his waist and made his way down the passage to the front door. 

‘Who is it?’ 

‘A friend.’ It was Rafi. What the hell did he want at this time of night? Eli really wasn’t in the mood to see him no matter how well meaning he might be. 

Eli wrenched the door open to say so and saw Rafi, but there was someone else by the side of the tall man. It was Yuval.


Chapter 34

It was no surprise that Rafi was able to find his way around the kitchen in record time. Anybody who had done as many break-ins as he had knew how spaces worked; in moments he was using the bean-to-cup machine to produce a cup of coffee. Eli watched Rafi shift around the kitchen while he sat at the kitchen table trying to sober up; his deputy’s competence was evident. Whatever Rafi did, whether it was his plumbing, torching a car, running an agent, it was a success story and he would be a worthy replacement for him in London station now that Eli’s career had come to this inglorious end.

‘Eli, Eli.’ It was Yuval’s voice. ‘Pay attention.’

Eli nodded and drank some of the coffee Rafi had placed in front of him. 

‘The situation is like this. We need to regroup and move forward and not blow this out of proportion; yes, it is unfortunate that Goat has brought attention to himself five minutes after being in the ARR facility. Very unfortunate. Six months was the plan; a year would have been better. But there’s no point wishing for something that hasn’t happened so we need to use the situation for our benefit, understood?’

Rafi nodded and looked at Eli; there was almost an appeal in his eyes to wake up and join in, but all Eli did was shrug. He felt as if he’d heard it all before, over and over again. Shape up, do the job, one last push. All he really wanted to do was sleep and not wake up.

‘I don’t know why you’re here, Yuval, but I think the best thing I could do for the organisation is resign. Rafi is more than capable of taking over the station, and it would be a clean and simple way of getting the interrogators off our backs.’

Yuval thumped his fist down on the table and coffee splashed out of the mugs. ‘I have not flown for seven hours on an El Al cargo flight to listen to this. Now be a man, stop thinking about yourself. Is this really the worst situation you’ve ever been in?’

Eli said nothing. The usual pep talk was trundling along the track, building up a head of steam.

Yuval brushed an errant lock from his forehead. He spoke in a softer voice but it was still hard. ‘Now that the interrogators are involved, it’s even more critical that we tidy this up.’

‘Come on, man,’ Rafi said. ‘We can find a way out of this, you know we can.’

‘Fuck off,’ Eli said, but he did sit up in his chair and attempt to engage. ‘Yuval, this operation has been screwed from the beginning. From the moment I pitched it to you in Munich it stank, and now the interrogators are on our back. Again. Like Sweetbait. How many screw-ups can we sustain?’

‘That’s exactly why I flew here. I got a first look at the interrogator’s report on Trainer.’

Trainer was Petra’s work name. Yuval had never met her but he knew all about her from her file and some occasional surveillance. 

‘They are going for us,’ Yuval said. ‘Harel and his chevra, pals on the right of the government, are going to use anything and everything that they can to get rid of us. A perceived failure with this operation will give them ammunition and while our careers are, of course,  important, the organisation and the country desperately need us in place. Eli, this isn’t bullshit, we all know that. It would be wrong to walk away. Easier, but wrong.’

The kitchen was silent. 

Yuval went on. ‘I know it’s hard, but we can make a difference Eli, but only by keeping our jobs. That’s how it is.’

‘Okay,’ Eli said. Yuval had touched a nerve. Eli spent a lot of time not thinking about the political situation and avoiding conversations about what was happening. He was a civil servant. He did his job. Administrations came; administrations went; institutions, organisations which ran the country remained.

‘So,’ Yuval said with a nod, aware that Eli was back, ‘Goat has done what we wanted, he has authenticated the drones we gave the Russians. He now has to go.’

‘Go where?’ Rafi said. ‘We’re never going to get a negative treatment signed off on him, are we?’

‘Of course we won’t,’ Yuval snapped. ‘We just get him fired before he can do any more damage. If he’s fired from ARR he will be of no use to the Russians, and, as we will tell him, no use to us. He’ll get a final payment and then we cut all contact with him. Okay? We clean up.’ 

Eli nodded. His brain had started to unfog as the problem that had to be solved became disassociated with the emotion. 

‘Can Spinning Wheel get him fired?’ Eli said. ‘How much power does she actually have?’

Yuval raised his finger and nodded. ‘That is the unknowable element, our very own quantum variable. She is an engineer, she is close to the principal of ARR – but it won’t just be her decision. So for this aspect of the situation, we are entirely in the dark.’ 

‘What about the Russians?’ Rafi said.

‘Patience,’ Yuval said. ‘I’ll get to the Russians. Between now and when Goat is fired – and if necessary we will compromise him so that he is fired – we put him under surveillance round the clock, so that there is no repeat of him disappearing.’ 

‘What about the other operations we’re running?’ Rafi said. ‘We don’t have the resources for twenty-four hour surveillance without bringing in minimum two more teams from either Europe or home.’

‘We’re not doing that,’ Eli said. ‘Not if we want to contain and control the situation.’

‘Exactly,’ Yuval said. ‘Harel and his gang get no more ammunition. They’ve already got plenty.’

Rafi held his coffee cup in mid-air. ‘Are we really going to shut down all our other operations while we sit on Goat’s ass till kingdom come?’ 

‘It’s not indefinite,’ Yuval said. ‘I know the Russians and unless their process has completely changed there will be further contact within ten days, and, given their military requirements, my bet is that they’ll get him working fast. But the surveillance needs to be round the clock and we need to use vinyl tradecraft, not least because Goat is a radio frequency expert. If he’s anywhere near as smart as he’s supposed to be, he’ll be expecting electronic surveillance and has probably found a way of blocking it.’

Vinyl tradecraft was the jargon for the old ways that were impossible to detect electronically. Eli didn’t know where the expression had come from but a friend who was a cop had once told him that vinyl fingerprints can be wiped so maybe some Shabak plodder had invented it. Or maybe it was some music nerd who thought that the old tech of vinyl produced better sound quality. 

The coffee had worked and Eli was sobering up.

‘Understood,’ Eli said. ‘And I meet with the Russian rezident and act surprised if he says they have found another product stream.’

‘He won’t say that,’ Yuval said. ‘But you can say that it was a one-off and blame internal politics, which isn’t so far from the truth. Thus we put the interrogators back in their box, safe and sound and we still have our poison pen drones in position with the Russians. What time is it?’

It was after midnight. 

‘Rafi,’ Yuval said, ‘please do me a favour. Bring the car round otherwise you’ll have to carry me back to my hotel.’

‘Give me ten minutes,’ Rafi said, and only stopping to squeeze Eli’s shoulders in passing, he left the kitchen and Eli heard the front door shut.

In spite of the flight and the jet lag, Yuval didn’t look exhausted at all. As soon as Rafi had gone Yuval put his hands on the table as if there was a keyboard underneath them, and said, ‘I’m pleased that you’re working well with Rafi, as I predicted.’

‘You were right.’ 

‘I know we also have the issue with your wife. I don’t have to tell you that nobody gets an overseas posting as a case officer if they’re single. It increases the risk of them being compromised exponentially – it’s basic security.’

Yuval went on in his clinical, detached way; it was something that Eli admired about him even while recognising that the subject was his marriage and his career – in other words, the tent poles of his life. 

‘Under normal circumstances, you splitting with your wife during the course of an overseas posting wouldn’t be the end of the world. You’re not the first, you won’t be the last. The problem is Harel and his gang. For them, this is manna from heaven. Now that it’s known you used your wife’s professional contacts to source Goat, there are questions about the recruitment process itself and whether all the checks were done. The chit-chat in the office is that you should have known better, that there’s no point getting an agent in place who does more damage than good and can’t be run effectively. And, sorry to tell you Eli, some people are citing Red Cap again as another example of an agent who was ultimately more trouble than their product was worth.’ 

‘I know. I thought that would come up again. That’s why I said I’d resign.’

‘No, you don’t resign, you just have to get her back. You have to find some way to get her to forgive you. I will talk to her while I’m here.’

Eli almost smiled at the thought of Gal being convinced by Yuval. ‘That’s really not going to work. Not with my wife.’

‘There’s always a way,’ Yuval said, getting up to leave. ‘You know her. You know what’s important to her, you know what motivates her.’

‘I do. There’s only one way to get her to return, and that would be to turn back the clock, get Goat out of the picture, take him completely out of any danger.’ Eli pushed back his own chair, preparing to walk to the front door. ‘By the way, you didn’t tell Rafi and me what Trainer said in her interview with the interrogator. Was it important?’

‘Only that she didn’t help the situation.’

Eli frowned as he opened the front door of the flat. Yuval went on. ‘She told the interrogator to fuck off and die.’

Eli closed the door behind Yuval and chuckled for the first time in what felt like a long while.


Chapter 35

Petra got off the bus in Cleveland Terrace opposite the Prince of Wales Pub and doubled back towards Eastbourne Terrace. If anyone had been following her it would be easier to spot them before she revealed her destination: Tom’s flat. Since the incident with the kebab shop owner, spotting a tail was one of the tricks she’d taught him. 

‘This is the type of skill that any undercover journalist needs,’ she’d said.

‘Only in somewhere like Afghanistan, surely,’ Tom said.

‘Do you really want Keith’s pals following you back to your flat? They think you live in that studio flat in Kilburn. Let’s keep it that way.’

The street was busy with office workers going in and out of buildings and Petra had no sense of eyes on her, but still, she took another turn around the block and diverted down a row of mews houses, just to be sure. The extra time also gave her a few more moments to think. Ever since her interview with the interrogator, Petra had asked herself what she was doing working for an organisation backed by a government whose policies stank. She’d been able to skirt the issue when Eli approached her because of her concerns about the right-wing group, but the interrogation had blasted that idea out of the water and it didn’t feel good. Yet Petra couldn’t walk away; for one thing she had to protect Tom. She’d got him into the organisation largely for her own agenda, to get the journal discreetly translated. To abandon him in the middle of an operation would be wrong.

But he was doing okay. It had been a big surprise to Petra how well he’d reacted to being forced to beat up the owner of the kebab shop. Yes, in the immediate aftermath he’d been knocked down but he’d got up again. It was something she recognised in herself, particularly after she’d had to kill someone to save her own life. She’d grown a shell of emotional armour where nothing bad got through. Tom had reached that point early in his life, but it was for the best. 

Petra arrived at his door and after he asked her to identify herself, he let her in. Yes, it was for the best, because as she strolled into his sitting room she could see he was on top of his game.

‘It’s going well,’ Tom said. ‘They’ve now got me writing the material that they’re posting, you know, knocking it into shape, making it resonate more and, meanwhile, I’ve started my book.’

While she went into the kitchen and put on the kettle, he sat at the beech table surrounded by books and papers and screens, and there were more books piled up on the floor with Post-it stickers in different colours and Post-it notes on top of the piles. But, for all the clutter, there was a sense of order in the piles.

‘This is all good news. How’s Keith? Is he in a good place at the moment?’

‘Seems to be, he’s actually got some casual labouring work which appears to be good for him.’

‘Do you still like him?’ It was a standard question when anyone was working a source. Petra remembered being asked by Alon, her mentor, the same golden question. He’d explained to her that you couldn’t work someone successfully unless you liked them, or if not liked, found something to connect with them. As Alon had said, ‘If you despise them, it comes off you like sweat and they smell it. Funny thing, that. But of course, you mustn’t like them too much.’ And his chuckle had turned into one of the lung-cracking coughs that was to prove his ultimate adversary.

Tom put his head to one side before he said, ‘You know, I think about that a lot. I even wonder how I would have been if I hadn’t gone to live with my aunt and had the advantages I’ve had. And I don’t just mean a university education. Keith has nothing. He lives with his mother who’s also on benefits and seems pretty unwell. I’m not sure what she’s got, but he’s forever picking up prescriptions for her when she’s not well enough to go to the GP.’

‘That’s tough.’ 

‘Yeah, and there’s no sign of his father being around. Keith doesn’t talk about him at all. I get the sense that Keith was the thick, fat kid at school. You know the one, bottom of the class, took the longest to learn everything. He might have even been in a special needs class with the other thick kids. I’ve noticed that he struggles to read.’

‘So you do like him.’ 

‘I think it’s more that I recognise him, if that makes any sense. The 91 Group is his first chance of being in the cool gang, the first time he’s ever had friends, and it really matters to him.’ Tom stared past Petra, lost in thought. ‘You know, I don’t think he gives a monkey’s about Jews and conspiracies and the rest of the crap they come out with. I think he just wants mates.’

‘Perceptive of you. What about the rest of the crew? Have there been any changes or shifts in the dynamics?’

‘Yes. Very much so. Arthur brought along someone new last night to the gym.’

The gym was a couple of lock-up garages at the back of a parade of shops in Honour Oak. Most of the shops were boarded up and according to the photographs that Tom had taken, the gym contained some clapped-out pieces of training equipment, a fridge and a kettle and some old chairs. There the group could meet and train in private. 

‘Tell me more.’

‘There are visitors from time to time. There was an Italian man, about thirty, tattooed head, about a week or so ago, and also someone else who might have been from either Sweden or Norway. They never say and it’s really not done to ask. But the latest guy seemed… different.’

‘This is really important. If this is all joined up and other countries are involved, that might be very useful. Please make some detailed notes about the others.’

‘Who for? Greg or…’

‘If this really is serious we’ll have to inform the authorities. You know that, don’t you?’

‘Of course. This latest guy didn’t say very much, they don’t, but I had a feeling that Arthur was deferring to him and trying to demonstrate that we were a serious group.’

‘Did you get the new guy’s name?’ Petra slid from her perch on the kitchen counter top to get closer to the table, then saw there were books on the chairs, and propped herself against the back of the sofa. 

‘He called himself Ed but I doubt that’s his real name.’

‘Why do you say that?’ 

‘Arthur stumbled over his name once and then corrected himself. The guy didn’t speak much and I didn’t ask a load of questions. It’s really not the done thing in the group and he had quite an intense look about him.’

‘Age?’

‘Early thirties, a little overweight, big, moon-faced, if you know what I mean.’

‘Okay, this is all good. Please write this all down with as much detail as possible and include anything else you remember and send it to me at the email address I gave you, using the work laptop.’

‘Of course. How’s Zoran?’

‘He’s on something else, as I will be shortly.’ 

Tom looked taken aback, for a moment like a kid again and not the assured young man he had become. 

‘It’s only a couple of weeks,’ Petra said.

‘Holiday?’ 

‘Hardly. It’s tiresome but necessary, so I am assured. You know, one of those all hands to the pump situations and anybody with a pulse gets drafted in.’

‘Can I help?’ 

‘No, what you’re doing is much more important in my view. So, please continue your amazing work, write down every single contact you have with the group and if it looks like they’re going to do more than talk about violence, send me a message.’

‘Understood. And I’ll also start looking at that diary of yours. I haven’t forgotten.’

Petra shouldered her bag and moved towards the door. ‘No rush. Stay out of trouble, kid.’

‘I’ll do my best.’


Chapter 36

Petra perched on the edge of the open door of what looked like a BT Open Reach van. Once again, it was raining, and as the light failed on the wintry afternoon, cars splashed through the puddles and dirty spray spattered the van. 

The van was parked on a grassy verge by the side of a busy road next to a coil of orange cable cladding; Petra herself was decked out in white overalls and a yellow hard hat. 

‘Why does it always rain when I have to sit outside? It’s like some God-given signal for a deluge.’

There was no comment from Rafi who at that moment was under cover, inside the truck tapping at a laptop connected to a phone-sized box that on first glance could have been taken to be an external hard drive, which in some ways it was. Petra glanced behind her as she scanned the surroundings. The lid of the small box was open and Rafi, who had just donned a pair of dental loupes with headlights, was completely absorbed by what he was doing. Petra continued to check their surroundings with visual sweeps. 

Ten minutes later Segev and another young man, who’d been introduced to Petra as Michael, the comms expert, appeared out of the gloom. They climbed in, and Rafi exchanged a couple of words with them before swapping places to come and sit on the edge with Petra.

‘Was there really no other way of doing this?’ Petra said as Rafi shuffled down on the edge next to her. 

‘No, the target’s a drone and radio wave expert, his computer inside the house isn’t wired up to the internet, so our only option to keep an eye on him was to hard-wire the house, like in the old days, but not quite. Here, you’ve got to see this.’

He scrambled back into the van and was quick and supple for such a big man. He came back with a grey plastic box and opened it with the type of reverence a woman might use on a piece of jewellery. Inside was what looked like a row of syringes. 

‘This is amazing,’ Rafi said. ‘See how fine the tip is?’

‘What is it?’ 

‘Latest technology, experimental actually, you could say we’re beta testing it. It’s an endoscopic syringe that contains an enhanced muriatic acid that dissolves exterior walls; it works on brick and plaster, but not on metal. But how many houses are coated in metal? The hole it makes is microscopic. Then we have a second syringe that inserts the camera-tipped cable which is as fine as human hair and is both flexible and tough. The fibre optic cable is made from a new material, good for the environment and perfect for targeted operations within short time-frames because it’s biodegradable.’

‘What do you mean? It actually dissolves? That’s amazing.’

‘It disappears without a trace, just like us.’ 

‘Excuse me, who’s in charge here?’ 

Petra looked up from Rafi’s precious box towards the source of the voice. It went on. ‘I want to speak to the person who’s in charge.’

Petra slipped off the edge of the van and squelched across the muddy verge towards a middle-aged woman who held a golfing umbrella. 

‘Are you in charge?’ she said.

‘Yes, I am,’ Petra said. ‘We’re doing emergency repairs to the broadband, there’s been a problem with the cable and we hope to have it fixed as soon as possible.’

‘That’s as may be,’ the woman said. ‘You people are always here but every time it rains I lose my signal. And you still expect me to pay my bills on time when I haven’t got a service. I don’t think that’s reasonable, do you?’

‘It doesn’t sound reasonable. Have you spoken to customer services? They might be the best people for you to talk to regarding billing and refunds.’

‘There’s nobody on the end of the phone, just a machine and then they keep referring me to the website to answer my questions and by the time I find the right page my signal goes down again. It’s absolutely hopeless.’

Petra sensed rather than heard Rafi join her.  He said, ‘If you give us your address, we can run a test now, see if the problem is external.’ 

‘Would you do that?’ the woman said. 

Rafi was all warm smiles and Petra could see the querulous look on the woman’s face melt away. She not only gave him her address but also her phone number and within a few minutes she was on her way back to the house to unplug all her electronic devices before connecting them again. The router, the TV, computers, external hard-drives, phones and any smart device in the house. Rafi had been insistent – everything – and she had to leave it for a full thirty minutes. Then reconnect.

As the woman disappeared into the darkness Petra said, ‘But we can’t do a test, she could be back in five minutes.’

‘No she won’t. By the time she disconnects everything, waits thirty minutes and reconnects we’ll be gone. Anyway, it might work.’ 

He shrugged before he went on and called into the back of the van where Segev and Michael were bent over a bench, only visible as silhouettes by their headsets and the sharp light of the searchlight. 

‘How are we doing, guys?’ 

‘We’ve still got a way to go. We’ve got a location for the box,’ Segev said. ‘It’s at the base of a phone box fifty metres from the house. The charge will last between twenty-four to thirty-six hours and the chip’s got enough memory for a 3D feature film on a loop.’

‘Let me know if I can help.’ 

The offer was rejected with a scoff by Segev and Michael; it implied that what they were doing was way too sophisticated for an old-timer like Rafi to understand.

‘Mumserim,’ Rafi said. ‘Bastards. See, that’s the respect I get from these kids. But it means you and I can have some quality time.’ 

‘If this is your idea of quality time, then you really need to work on your technique,’ Petra said.

They sat in silence for a while watching the cars swish past in the rain and Petra felt the cold penetrate her overalls and into her bones. 

‘Where’s Eli tonight?’ Petra said. ‘I thought he liked getting his hands dirty.’

‘Another job and he’s got some personal business going on.’ 

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, problems with his wife. They’re having a separation at the moment and he’s trying to persuade her to come back. She’s a real piece of work. I don’t know who she thinks she is, but in my opinion she’s making his life a misery.’

‘You’re a terrible gossip.’ 

‘Everybody knows. She’s staying with somebody at the embassy. If you want my view, I think he’d be better off without her but that won’t work because of the job.’ Rafi looked meaningfully at Petra. ‘That’s why I stay with my wife. I love my daughters but… she really doesn’t… I don’t know. I know you don’t believe me, and I don’t blame you, but we could have done something together. Something special. I always felt that.’

‘I didn’t,’ Petra said, reaching for her phone and checking her email in an attempt to change the subject.

‘You don’t know me, Petra, you just think you do. I wish I could change your—’

‘Wait, I need to read this. It’s from Tom.’

‘Tom? What does he want? When we’re done here, let’s go for something to eat, we can just talk. Nothing else. I really miss talking to you.’

‘Rafi, back off.’ 

He got up and walked down the road a little way while Petra read the email from Tom. It was his daily notification from his encrypted laptop to Petra’s work phone. It was important to read and respond immediately. And monitor if there was anything urgent.

As she scanned the document she also thought about what Rafi had said about Eli. Poor bastard. Rafi, the inveterate gossip, had talked about Eli in the past, previously in less sympathetic terms. By the sound of it, Eli and his wife were some sort of cultural power couple. To Petra, Eli seemed the type of man whose marriage was important to him, unlike Rafi, whatever he might be saying to her or any other woman, come to that.

Petra put the thought away. It really was much easier not to think about relationships and certainly not when she was working. She concentrated on Tom’s email.


All is well, I hope the same for you and Z. 

I’ve been busy today with the websites and social media. Keith and I are setting up multiple sites and accounts on all the platforms so that if they are taken down, there’s always another one nearby. There’s a big push at the moment, to try to gather personal data on the locations of possible supporters. The idea is that the group can go to neighbourhoods where there is support and put up posters on the street or spray graffiti to build local momentum. I expect that to happen in the next week or so.

The only other interesting development is that the big guy I told you about has been around more. He never says much and Keith doesn’t know who he is either but he does seem to be important. 

That’s it, sorry, I haven’t had a lot of time to do much on your translation but it will get done. 

T


Rafi hove into view and Petra held out her phone to him.

‘Read that,’ she said.  

He took the phone and sat by her side. She felt his thigh next to hers but she wasn’t about to move as it would indicate that she’d noticed.

‘What translation?’

‘Something he was supposed to do for Corudon. Part of his work placement.’ 

‘I can’t see the point if they didn’t offer him the job.’ 

‘He still needs a good reference for his CV. Completing assigned tasks is the way to get one.’

Rafi handed the phone back to Petra and took the opportunity to touch her hand. ‘He needs to take a photo of this big guy.’ 

‘He can’t use his phone, that would expose him.’ 

‘Obviously. I’ll talk to Eli and the guys, see if we can get—’

‘Up and running.’ Segev appeared from the depths of the van with two earbuds. He handed one each to Rafi and Petra and they put them in their ears. 

‘What the—’ Petra took hers out. 

‘Sorry. Michael, reduce volume, level two.’

Once more Petra nestled the earbud into place. Even at a reduced volume there was a cacophony of noise. Voice and counter-voice, a man and a woman in a language that sounded like Russian. 

Rafi’s expression was impassive. ‘Ah… they’re having a row. That’s what unhappily married couples do.’


Chapter 37

‘It’s beautiful,’ the agent said. 

She sat on the floor with the box and tissue paper around her. Spinning Wheel held up the Chanel cashmere sweater in both hands and then stroked her face with the garment. ‘It’s so soft, it will be amazing to wear, thank you.’

‘Pleased you like it.’ Eli leaned back on the sofa in the first-floor apartment and thought kindly of the sales assistant at Harrods who had chosen the sweater while Eli stood around wondering what sort of a task this was for someone like him. He shouldn’t have had to buy Spinning Wheel her severance gift, but, given Urit’s fashion sense, he had no confidence in letting the analyst loose in Harrods with that much cash. Not to buy something elegant for a woman in her late forties. Petra could have done it, but he wanted to keep her away from this operation.

Spinning Wheel, or Usha as she was properly named, had abundant dark hair that nestled on her shoulders. With strong features and the saddest of eyes, she was attractive and to Eli; she looked more poet than a systems engineer and mechatronics expert. Maybe she wrote poetry when she wasn’t working. Despite her overheated flat, she’d swathed her shoulders in a scarf the same colour as the hibiscus in front of the Ganesha statue near the front door, and happily, a similar shade to the cashmere jumper.

‘Benny, the sweater is so lovely, it’s perfect for me. You have impeccable taste and it’s so, so good to see you,’ Usha said. 

Benny was the name she knew him as, it was one of his favourites.

‘Good to see you too, you look great.’ 

She preened a little. ‘Thanks.’ She got up from the floor to settle herself down in the armchair opposite him where she picked up her cup of chai and took a sip. ‘I think it’s the prospect of leaving ARR that’s making me feel good, just one more month to go and then I’m free. But you look tired, Benny. Are you getting enough sleep?’

‘I’m fine. Just busy at the moment. Do you have any plans for what you’re going to do next?’

‘Travel, take up some hobbies, lose weight, get fit.’ Usha smiled. ‘Do all the things I’ve been too busy to do. Then maybe think about another job. Maybe I’ll study.’

‘That’s a fine list. Good for you. Are they keeping you busy in your last few weeks or is it winding down?’ Eli wanted to ease his way into the issue of Goat. 

‘No chance. They’re not that kind of employer. We’re coming up to quarterly results so on top of having to feed a lot of data into the company report, there’s also been a few VIPs wandering around. The facility tour seems to be some sort of outing for buyers and the money men.’

‘Anybody interesting?’ Eli took another mouthful of the chai. He wasn’t enjoying the drink so gulped it back.

‘Nobody you’d find interesting. NATO allies, mostly men. There was one man who made me feel really uncomfortable; I sensed hostility from him but perhaps that’s because he was seeing a woman of colour in a senior role.’

‘Is that usual?’ Eli said with gentleness. He remembered studying her recruitment file. The psychologist’s report hadn’t made happy reading – apparently she’d cried through most of the assessment because she was describing how she was assaulted when she was in the British army. More than twenty years later she still saw hostility and threat in situations around men where there was none, but for Usha the danger was real. It was hard for Eli to see how she was going to break out go travelling and feel safe. 

‘More so these days. Everybody seems to hate women, especially educated women like me.’

‘I find that depressing. At your level and with your expertise, you really shouldn’t be experiencing this.’ 

Usha held up her porcelain cup of chai as if she was weighing up how to say something difficult. 

At last she spoke. ‘Benny, you know my reasons for helping Israel were…personal…’

‘I understand.’ Eli had allowed only ninety minutes for this meeting before he had to go to meet Nicolai, the Russian rezident. If Usha wanted to explore the history of her relationship with the Office, he’d be late. ‘We really value what you’ve done over the years, it’s made a huge difference and although the prevailing situation is concerning to you, it’s also concerning to a lot of us. Things change, Usha. Sometimes for the better and sometimes for worse. I am confident that things will change again, for the better.’ 

‘Good. Even though I’m retiring, I’m pleased to hear that.’

‘Now, tell me about the new employee,’ Eli said, quick to get into the intelligence aspect of the meeting and not give Usha a chance to reminisce. ‘The Ukrainian in your department. How’s he getting on?’

Usha laughed. ‘Bohdan Dyanko? The guy you wanted me to help hire? He’s another one who hates women. My God, I feel sorry for his wife. I don’t deny he’s talented, and his proprietary wave design – which is what got him the job – is exquisite in its formation. But he’s no team player, he thinks he’s above it all. He’s always late with whatever he’s asked to do and in terms of any routine tasks, his work is sloppy.’

‘Sounds like a charmer.’ 

Usha shook her head. ‘Dreadful man. He thinks he’s a genius, one step away from Einstein, and you should have seen him with the ghastly American.’

‘Which ghastly American?

‘The one who gave me the creeps.’

‘What was he doing?’ Eli said, building up to his pitch.

‘Whenever there’s a group of significant visitors there’s always a buffet lunch in the directors’ boardroom. It gives the buyers a chance to meet, what my boss calls, “the boffins”. Bohdan was at the last one and he was all over the ghastly American, like a rash. Chatting away in his useless English, clapping him on the back, probably talking about me.’

‘Could you fire Bohdan without making waves?’ 

Usha thought about it for a few moments, then said, ‘I don’t see why not. We have strict protocols on the factory floor, security procedures – as you know – and also work practices that are specific to the company in the way we carry out quality control. Bohdan attended an induction course, he has a mentor and there’s an online manual, but he just doesn’t do it. He doesn’t do any of it. He’s infringed multiple procedures.’

‘Do you have to give him an official warning?’ 

‘Not necessarily, he’s still on probation and the head of HR is a good friend. Actually, Benny, it would be a pleasure. My last job for you guys. Just say the word.’

‘Please go ahead. Let’s talk about exactly how you’re going to do it.’

Eli had a spring in his step on the way to his meeting with Nicolai, the Russian rezident. The ease with which he’d briefed Spinning Wheel to fire Bohdan made him feel that he was back in control of the operation despite having to adapt the plan. He thought for a moment about Rafi and his notion of improvisation; he was right. You could do all the planning in the world, but when it came down to it, you had to play the hand and win. Who would have thought that Rafi, with his lack of academic achievement, could have proved to be so invaluable? Certainly not Eli. Bohdan had done what they needed him to do. That made it a win. 

There were heavy downpours that morning and the circuitous route Eli took to the meeting room above a fancy hairdresser’s in South Kensington was wet. Cars splashed by, cyclists had to dismount for safety and rain soaked through Eli’s shoes. What about Gal? Eli thought as he assessed his need for clean, dry socks. The question sucked the positive energy out of him. Yes, so far it was a win, and yes, Gal was collateral damage and yes, if she didn’t come back, then no matter how much of a win it was, his tenure as head of station was under threat. This made Eli angry. He couldn’t help it. He resented the way that Gal had made no attempt to understand why he’d taken the information off her computer and used it. It was his job and by not asking her, he was protecting her. 

By the time Eli had reached the hair salon, he’d pushed the thought away. He needed to concentrate; he had a clear plan as to how this meeting was going to go and he didn’t want any distractions. A receptionist with unrealistic waist-length hair directed Eli to the staircase at the back of the ritzy salon that led past storage rooms filled with clients’ coats upstairs to a private room. Along the way Eli was conscious of leaving a trail of rainwater on the polished tiles. But at least he wasn’t out in the street watching from the bus shelter like the poor bastard he’d seen on the other side of the road, nor in the fug of the tech truck two streets away. 

Despite Eli being seven minutes early, Nicolai was already in the room. Somehow, he didn’t look wet at all, and was as polished as ever in a waxed jacket, with the collar turned up. He looked a lot less stressed than he’d been the last time Eli had seen him. 

The two men shook hands formally. 

‘I have to thank you,’ Nicolai said. ‘Your introduction to Oliver and Charlene has been noted and is most appreciated at higher levels.’

‘Good, I’m happy to hear it.’ Eli shucked off his wet jacket and helped himself to coffee from the thermos on the table. ‘How’s everything else going?’ 

Nicolai closed his eyes and shrugged. ‘Busy, lots of demands from back home, lots of people who don’t understand what we do.’

Eli noted that although Nicolai had made a point of thanking Eli for the introduction to Milne and Charlene, he’d said nothing so far about the drones. No doubt he was waiting for Eli to raise the subject. Eli complied, but he injected a hint of insecurity in his voice. It was part of the plan. 

‘I hope everything was in order with our side of the agreement? If so, we’re now very keen to get the corroboration you promised on our venerable Knesset member.’ 

‘You delivered,’ Nicolai said with a small smile. ‘I like that about you people.’

‘Thank you,’ Eli said without showing how much he disliked being labelled as ‘you people’. 

Nicolai withdrew a memory chip from his pocket and pushed it across the table towards Eli. ‘Everything is on that. Everything you asked for and more. There are two others you may be interested in. An air-traffic controller with a greedy wife and a settler with political aspirations. We’re throwing those in for free. We hope it helps and is a token of just how much we appreciate your support.’

‘As we appreciate this information.’ Eli picked up the memory chip. ‘It’s going to make a big difference to a lot of people. I suppose you’ll be wanting us to get some more drones for you.’

‘Not immediately.’ 

‘Really?’ Eli said as if surprised. ‘I thought your requirement was urgent.’

‘It was, but you know how things change in this business,’ Nicolai said with the silky assurance of a man who believes that he has an agent in place.

‘Well, I’m pleased we were able to help at a time when it was most necessary,’ Eli said in a passable imitation of a dealer desperate to maintain an outlet. ‘And if things change again… you know where we are.’

In their dreams, Eli thought. He’d get Urit to analyse the data on the chip after it had been sanitised and any bugs destroyed, but he doubted that there’d be anything on it that was new. But if there was, they’d treat the contents with caution. It would be just like the Russians to add a little fake kompromat to the mix then hold up their hands and apologise that they’d been misinformed. 

Eli pocketed the memory chip with an entirely genuine smile as he thought about the poison pill drones that were now embedded in the Russian military. Nicolai might not realise it but it was a win; a Mossad win. Even if Bohdan told the Russians every single thing he’d done since they’d made contact with him, the Russians still wouldn’t know how they’d adapted the drones because Bohdan had never handled them. What’s more, by the time the Russians got Bohdan up and running, the delinquent agent wouldn’t be working for ARR, anyway. 

‘Thank you,’ Eli said, patting the pocket with the memory chip. 

It was all rather elegant. 

What a shame that his tenure as head of station was dependent on Gal coming back.


Chapter 38

Two days later, Eli sat at the head of the table in the meeting room, right under the monitor on the wall, a screen that was black for the moment. Elbows on the table, he was holding his head, massaging the flesh around his eye sockets with the heels of his hands, trying to increase blood flow, trying to get some energy for the day ahead. 

Eli was tired all the way down to his bones. The elation after the meetings with Usha and the Russian had dissipated. Going back to the empty flat night after night was grinding him down. During the day he was able to focus on the job, but as soon as he opened that damn door his mood nose-dived. Knowing that Gal was less than two kilometres away staying in comfort at Sara’s apartment just made it worse.  

As he’d said he would, Yuval had spoken to Gal; he’d actually taken her out for dinner and her agreement to join him had given Eli a few hours of hope. But at the end of the evening, the message he got from Yuval cast Eli down further. It was brief and to the point: ‘No progress.’ Yuval expanded on the message when Eli saw him the next morning, before his flight back to Washington. Yuval admitted that Eli was right; Gal was motivated by the notion that she was improving the Ukrainian kid’s life. Nothing else was as important as that and, in her view, using the kid’s father as a tool for an operation was unforgivable, and, as relayed by Yuval, there were also relationship issues of duplicity and disrespect. 

‘You were right,’ Yuval said, shaking his head. ‘She’s a tough one and she’s angry. What’s more, it doesn’t help that Gal’s staying with that woman in the visa section. We both know what they’re doing; they sit there all night long talking about how evil men are and how we don’t deserve them and how the world would be a better place if women were running everything. And all the mistakes of every government in the world are because of men as they have no emotional intelligence and are full of shit.’

‘How do you know that?’ Eli said, wondering why Yuval was stating the obvious.

‘I have two daughters,’ Yuval said with a moment’s pride before he went on. ‘I tried, Eli. I told Gal that the agent was earning a lot of money that would help not just his future but give the child all the chances that a good education and money can buy, and I also told your wife how important it was that we keep our jobs.’

‘I can’t say I’m surprised. The problem is that she doesn’t understand what we do.’

In an unaccustomed display of warmth, Yuval rested his hand on Eli’s arm for a moment. ‘Don’t worry. Okay? First we tie up the loose ends with Goat. Then we work out what to do with your wife. She’s angry like a tiger at the moment, but we still have a few weeks before it becomes an issue back home, and she can’t stay angry forever.’

‘If you say so.’ 

‘Look on the bright side. The interrogators have gone home, and if they’re not exactly happy, they’re content to let us continue, so for the moment we’re all fit and healthy.’

Except Eli didn’t feel fit and healthy. Earlier that morning, after a night shift in the tech truck, he’d seen Menachem to get the results of his blood tests. 

Midnight to six in the morning in a confined space with Segev and Rafi took Eli back to the horrors of his mandatory basic training in the army; memories he’d tried to expunge from his consciousness. Those two boy scouts might thrive on the tedium of sitting with headsets, looking at screens and muttering to each other, but the experience left Eli cold. Very cold – as the external temperature dipped below three degrees Celsius.

And to be followed by a 7:30 appointment with the Embassy doctor was a lousy start to the day. Eli had sat through it barely listening to information about his blood pressure and cholesterol and insolent comments about his weight and lifestyle until Menachem reached the point where he said he wanted to refer Eli for further checks, including an ECG, before he could sign him off for further service in his job. Eli stood up. ‘That won’t be necessary,’ he said and walked out of the room deriving some satisfaction from seeing Menachem close and open his mouth like the guppy he was.

On his way to the meeting room Eli grabbed the fattest hot cheese boureka on the tray and took real pleasure in eating it in the lift, only regretting the flakes of pastry that escaped his grip and hit the floor. 

Eli heard the door to the meeting room open. It was Nathan and Lev, first into the room for the morning meeting, last to volunteer for night duty in the tech truck. No doubt they would use the extra time before the rest of the team arrived to bleat about their operations. 

Yet Eli was compelled to maintain order and procedure. If Gal didn’t come back and his tenure came to an early end he didn’t want to leave a mess. He’d make sure that all was in order and that Rafi, and he hoped it would be Rafi, would be able to pick up the baton and make a success of it, a better success than he had.

‘Morning,’ Eli said to Nathan and Lev who had pulled their chairs back and were settling themselves down in their customary position. ‘Segev and Rafi will be with us a little later, they’re processing data from last night’s surveillance. I understand you’re on the midnight to six o’clock shift tonight.’

‘Lev and I are going to try to reschedule the shift—’

‘That’s where you’re wrong. There are no exceptions. For ten days we pause all operations so that we can throw maximum resources at the Goat operation.’

Lev smiled and looked especially vacant. Sometimes Eli wondered whether Lev understood what was being said. It was like being in the room with someone who’d just had a big hit of Prozac and was adrift on a lilo, bobbing along on a pool of incomprehension.  

Nathan leaned forward in his seat, his brow furrowed with sincerity. ‘Eli, I’m sorry but Lev and I have a meeting with the Iranian gambler and it’s tonight. It’s critical we continue our successful liaison with him.’

Segev slid into the room as they were talking and sat down. The late night barely showed on his young features. Eli shot him a smile before he went on. ‘Nathan, are you telling me that your meeting is after midnight?’

Nathan had the grace to look shifty as the shot went home. ‘No, but we have to prepare for the meeting and then afterwards write up the report. We’re at a critical point on this.’

Urit came in and provided a moment’s distraction as she shucked off a white sheepskin coat, long knitted scarf and mittens and took her laptop out of a velvet bag decorated with mirrored sequins. For the moment Eli didn’t have the energy to have a conversation with her about being in the intelligence service and looking conspicuous – it would be part of his legacy to Rafi.

‘Nathan,’ Eli said. ‘To repeat what I said, yesterday and earlier today, for ten days the entire team has to report to Segev who has the watch roster. Goat is the priority operation.’

‘Eli, please,’ Nathan said. ‘I don’t think you understand.’

‘I do, I promise you, I do. Look, if Urit has to do a shift and she’s an analyst, not a watcher, not a plumber, not a case officer – what makes you think it’s okay for you and Lev to miss out on the unique opportunity to support the rest of the team?’

Urit had opened her laptop. She raised her finger to indicate that she wanted to speak. 

‘Urit, yes, would you like to tell Lev and Nathan how important it is that we all work together?’

‘Sorry, Eli,’ Urit pointed at her screen, ‘there’s been another stabbing.’


Chapter 39

When Petra heard the news about the latest stabbing she argued that she needed more time with Tom than a quick debrief, but Eli had stuck to his guns; the surveillance on Goat was to continue as planned. All other operations were secondary and they would just have to put in the extra hours. And that meant Petra sitting next to Eli in a rented Clio tucked in between a battered Toyota SUV and a Mini, seventy-five metres from Bohdan’s house. Eli was in the driver’s seat, hunched inside his jacket with the look of a man who was beyond exhaustion.

When he’d met her at the pre-surveillance briefing, Eli had said that the tech truck was being rested that night to make sure that if the worst came to the worst then it wouldn’t appear as an intriguing clue in some diligent cop’s log. 

Petra recognised the tactic; Alon had drilled it into her. Change the pattern, reduce the risk. 

‘Any thoughts about our story?’ Eli said.

‘Let’s stick to the tried and trusted favourites,’ Petra said. Her breath was clouding in front of her. ‘You’re a married man who’s having an affair with me and we’ve come to sit in this suburban cul-de-sac to talk about our future.’

‘Agreed.’ Eli sounded as if he didn’t have the energy to think of anything else, but then there was no reason why he should – it was a convincing story. ‘Did you manage to see Tom this afternoon?’

‘Yeah. I would have liked to have stayed longer but he seemed okay; he said that neither he nor Keith, his wannabe Nazi pal, had heard anything about the stabbing. Even though they’d been told to amend the message boards and reduce the number by another one.’

‘Hmm.’ Eli rubbed his hands together. 

Petra noticed the action and dived into the bag at her feet. She fished out her trusty heat pad. ‘Here.’ She passed it to Eli; it was warm to the touch.

‘What’s this?’

‘A heat pad. How do you think we’re going to get through the next six hours without one?’

‘No, I can’t take it, you need it.’

‘Don’t be daft. I’m Nanook of the North, I’m wearing two sets of thermals, two pairs of socks, not to mention the hat, gloves, scarf. So take the bloody heat pad for God’s sake.’

‘Thanks.’ He took it and she heard a small grunt of comfort, no doubt as the heat started to penetrate his flesh. But he was still all business and went on. ‘So neither Tom nor Keith the Nazi had heard anything in advance about this latest stabbing. You know, that’s interesting. It makes me wonder if 91 isn’t piggy-backing their reactions on the message boards on top of someone else’s attacks. It wouldn’t be the first time that a terrorist group has done that.’

‘I wondered about that, too,’ Petra said. ‘Tom is trusted after he beat up the wretched kebab shop owner and so is Keith, so they ought to know— What’s that?’ 

Both of them were silent as they peered through the windscreen at the dark street. Two men were walking along together; as they drew closer Petra noticed that they swerved slightly into each other. 

‘Seems late for a midweek night out,’ Petra said. 

The men meandered down the path to a front door, it was two houses up from where Bohdan and his family lived. One of them fumbled in his pocket then found a key but paused and turned; the men dissolved into a clinch.

‘Ah, young love,’ Eli said. ‘It’ll all end in tears, always does.’

‘How cynical. For all you know, they might be an old couple coming back after celebrating their anniversary.’

‘You think so? Maybe you’re right. How’s that guy of yours getting on?’

‘He’s away at the way moment.’ 

Eli turned and looked at her. In the dark of the car she could see some concern in his tired face, genuine concern.

‘Is everything okay with you and Matt?’ 

Petra said nothing for a few seconds and then it leaked out of her. ‘I don’t know where it’s going or even if it’s going.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’re sort of taking a break at the moment to find out if we are going to try to make it work or not.’ 

‘I see,’ Eli said and a few seconds later, he added, ‘actually, I don’t. Forgive me for saying this, but that sounds vague.’

‘Yeah, it is vague. I’ve been trying not to think about it as there’s nothing I can do but… I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but I think he wants something from me that I may not have.’ 

‘Like honesty?’ 

‘Why do you say that?’ 

It was Eli’s turn to be silent for a while before he spoke. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but… there’s also something going on in my life at the moment.’

‘Who’s being vague now?’ Petra said, thinking about what Rafi had told her.

‘What do you expect from me?’ Eli was looking ahead, but there was almost a smile on his lips. ‘But the issue, or one of the issues, is honesty.’

‘Tell me about it. That’s the bloody problem. I’ve been tamping it down and not thinking about it, but the fact is that I can’t have a relationship with Matt, or with anyone come to that, even a friend, if they don’t know who I am. And by that I mean the sorts of things I’ve done in my life. I can’t be honest with people.’

‘You mean like this?’ Eli said.

‘And the rest of it.’ Petra’s voice was bitter. She went on. ‘You know, I look at Tom and I see how he’s changed since he started working with us. Become confident and self-assured, and I remember that’s exactly how I was. Each time I had to do something that I didn’t think I could do, I became stronger. It was the most amazing thing; it was empowering. To become someone else with a different past, a different name, making someone believe the story you’re telling them. Living this parallel life – Eli, we’re sitting here in this car and all the people in the street are living normal lives, real lives. But you and I, we’re outside it, we’re existing in the same place but we’re in another world. Isn’t that amazing? But that experience changes you and there’s a cost to it, and unless you’ve done this type of work and had these exact same experiences no one understands.’

‘I understand. Believe me, I understand.’

‘I’m not sure Matt can – even though he’s done undercover work – and I doubt I’m brave enough to tell him. About my dad and Alon and some of the stuff that happened that I don’t like to think about. The bad stuff. I just think it’s all too complicated.’ Petra sighed. She felt as if she’d just dropped a weight into someone else’s lap.

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I appreciate you listening.’

‘I could hardly avoid it,’ Eli said, smiling properly now.

‘Have some chocolate. I was going to keep it for myself, but since you’re here…’ Petra reached into her work bag and pulled out a thick block of chocolate with fruit and nuts. She snapped off a bit and passed the rest to Eli. She followed this with a flask of black coffee laced with brandy.

‘What else have you got in there?’ Eli said. ‘A tent and a sleeping bag?’

‘Just some water and a couple of smoked salmon bagels. You know how we Jews are obsessed with food. Fact is, I’ve done this too many times not to be prepared. You hungry?’

‘Not yet.’ 

They chomped on the chocolate and sipped the coffee. There was nothing like it to keep you going.  

‘Did you ever do surveillance with Alon?’ Petra said. ‘I know you knew him but did you work with him?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘I’m so sorry I didn’t get to see him before he died. He was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?’

‘He was head of station when I had my first posting. What a crazy guy. I miss him too.’

‘You know, one time, I was working with Alon and we were stranded in Paris with an Iranian during a general strike. We had to get him back to Switzerland before anyone in his legation noticed he’d gone.’

‘I think I heard something about this. What did Alon do?’

‘Somehow, and I’ve no idea how he did it, Alon got hold of a private ambulance with all the kit. The plan was to drive to Geneva. We were halfway there when we got pulled up by two cops on motorbikes. I thought we were going to get arrested until the cops asked us to follow them in the ambulance because a woman at the next autoroute exit had gone into labour and because of the strike they couldn’t get her to the hospital.’

‘Yes, that’s the story. It must have been crazy.’ 

‘Crazy doesn’t get anywhere near it. Alon, admittedly with the help of the Iranian who was some sort of doctor, actually managed to deliver the baby. It was completely insane.’ 

‘He did better than that, when I was working with him,’ Eli said. ‘There was a university in Belgium with a nuclear laboratory. We had to check it out before a plumbing job. So Alon got us kitted out in hazchem gear.’

‘What were you supposed to be?’ 

‘Infection control. All the while we were in there, Alon kept up this commentary about the infection we were supposed to be monitoring but the best bit was that he was using a battery-operated gaming console in a plastic bag to do the bleeping.’

They both laughed hard and long. It felt good.  

‘What’s that?’ Eli said. ‘Oh shit. That’s a police car.’

A white car had come around the corner into cul-de-sac and was slowing to a stop ten metres away. 

‘Shit,’ Petra echoed. 

‘Ignore it, just look at me.’ Eli leaned towards Petra and held her face in his hands and kissed her. He tasted of chocolate and coffee and his lips were soft. 

‘Let’s make it convincing,’ Petra said as a policeman got out of the car to approach them. Petra responded to Eli’s kiss.


Chapter 40

Eli was still thinking about the laughter and the kiss the next afternoon when he was waiting to be admitted into the monthly online meeting between the heads of station in Western Europe and Washington. These meetings were one of the lingering side effects of the pandemic. At the time the Office had scrambled to maintain operations despite lockdowns and travel restrictions. Whatever was happening in hospitals across the world, agents still needed to be supported. The business of intelligence couldn’t go on pause; ‘need to share’ outweighed the risk calculus of group online meetings. The deep encryption sweep before each meeting took a while, but they got used to it. The wait gave Eli a chance to reread his report about last night’s incident; there was no neat way to gloss over the fact that when he was on surveillance with Petra, two policemen had got out of their car and asked them what they were doing in the quiet cul-de-sac. It seemed that an insomniac neighbour had seen some movement in the darkened car and called in the complaint. In a city where police resources were stretched to the limit it was bad luck that there’d been follow-up. Moreover, it was awkward and undesirable because the car was hired and the protocol was that they give their real names. But on the scale of disasters it was a minnow; the police had seemed to accept the story and at least the tech truck hadn’t been there.

For Eli, more concerning by far, was the laughter and the kiss. He realised that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed like that, to the point where his ribs hurt. And he also couldn’t remember a kiss like the one he’d shared with Petra. Naturally, these two details didn’t make it into his report; neither did he discuss it with Rafi, who was proprietorial when it came to Petra. Eli already had a full plate of worries in front of him. Among them were his fellow heads of station, some of whom would be trying to oust him.

As usual, Yuval would chair the meeting and also as usual, it would begin promptly. Heads of stations were always admitted to the virtual room first, followed by Yuval. To Eli, the continuation of protocols was stabilising.  

Before Yuval appeared, Eli exchanged pleasantries with his fellow heads of station. Boaz, the chunky, younger station head of Germany looked more tired than usual. He was an ally.

‘You look like shit,’ Eli said by way of greeting. ‘As bad as I do.’

‘My son’s teething,’ Boaz explained with a glint of pride in the long-awaited newborn. Csilla and Carmel made a couple of babycare suggestions while Harel, France and Belgium’s head of station, stayed aloof. The frown and eyeline suggested he was looking elsewhere on his screen, at something important, while the minutes ticked by before Yuval appeared. In his tinted aviator specs and designer suit, Harel seemed to be dressing the part of a super spy – or maybe he wanted to give the impression that he was going somewhere after the meeting that required that type of look. 

Both Csilla and Carmel looked well, as ever. Csilla was glamorous with her flowing blonde hair and power jacket while Carmel, with cropped grey hair, looked ready for action. Before joining the organisation Carmel had been an Olympic athlete and represented Israel in swimming. Now in her mid-forties and a keen hiker, Carmel was midway through a description of a recent trek along the Compostela walk, a journey she described as Club Med for Boomers, when Yuval took his seat in the empty chair they’d been gazing at.

It was morning in Washington. Behind him, low winter light from a window threw Yuval’s face into shadow. Eli couldn’t help wonder if Yuval’s position in shadow was deliberate, and if he was doing it for effect. 

‘Welcome,’ he said and dived into business. ‘The situation is like this; we have upcoming elections in several theatres that may have an impact on current operations and may also be indicative of future trends and requirements from our buyers.’ 

Buyers was jargon for the military and government factotums who stated what their requirements were in terms of intelligence product. One week an artillery general’s office would ask if they could source intelligence product about a particular piece of equipment captured in a raid; another week a diplomatic buyer might want to know if there was intelligence on the health, mental or otherwise, of an autocratic leader.

An election outcome didn’t change the work of the Office. But elections certainly influenced trends. If Eli did lose his job, predicting the trends would be one of aspects of the job he’d really miss.

‘We continue to see voter polarisation in democratically elected governments,’ Yuval said, ‘and a global shift to the right. Regardless of where we sit personally on the political spectrum, we have to be aware of how it might change how we operate.’

‘What do you mean?’ Boaz said.

‘Right-wing governments will look more favourably on other right-wing governments. So we may find it easier to operate,’ Yuval said. ‘But… right-wing governments are always elected on a mandate of increased law and order. Increased law and order means increased government surveillance and that makes it harder if there’s an administration that isn’t sympathetic to us.’

‘And there’s also an increased risk of instability,’ Harel said. ‘In which case it’s anybody’s guess how it’s going to play out and who is going to emerge as a leader.’

Was there a barbed subtext? Harel wasn’t known for such subtlety, thought Eli.

Yuval smiled benignly, but there was a threat on his face. ‘That is true, Harel. It’s anybody’s guess how situations pan out – as we have seen.’

Eli realised that for Yuval there was more at stake than maintaining an ally in the London station. If Eli lost his job then Yuval’s position would be under threat too. He’d struggle to fill the post with an ally. 

Yuval went on. ‘In each country where there is an upcoming election I want to see a break-down of any operations that are in the early stages, before recruitment. I want to see how they can be switched to false flags. This means that if the political climate does abruptly change with a new administration then there is already a response plan in place.’

Around the virtual table there was a small groan at the prospect of the extra deskwork, apart from Harel who no doubt would give it to his deputy and then submit it as his own work. 

Yuval maintained pace throughout the meeting and there was a further discussion about trends in terms of the shifting balance between electronic intelligence-gathering and the slower and more expensive, human intelligence, or humint as they described it. Again, it depended on the buyer and the specific requirement. Cyber surveillance might uncover that someone within the household of a head of state was on a specific form of medication but only a well-placed agent who was physically in the household would be able to provide nuance about a medical condition. 

‘We mix and match,’ Yuval said. ‘We need to use the right approach for each operation. We are not the one size fits all option.’

Everyone smiled except Harel, who smothered a yawn.

Finally, Yuval turned the meeting over to the other heads of station and went around the virtual meeting room asking about current operations. Even though a risk-taker, he was thorough in his preparation, and expected the same level of preparation. 

In response to Yuval’s questions, Boaz whipped through his current operations and even got a ‘Good work’ from Yuval. It was well-deserved, thought Eli. Then Carmel got a grilling about an agent who’d got himself arrested by carrying out surveillance on a target who lived in an apartment above shops in the same street as a bank. 

‘Embarrassing and unnecessary,’ Yuval said. 

‘I know,’ Carmel said. ‘He’s lazy and sloppy.’

‘You might want to consider decreasing his monthly retainer. But it’s up to you.’

And so it went on until it was Eli’s turn. 

‘Please update us about Goat,’ Yuval said, ‘including the status with our Russian friends for those of us who, understandably, don’t have time to read all the signals.’

‘I just look at the bottom line.’ Harel smirked. ‘How much did the agent screw us for?’

‘It’s money well spent,’ Eli said. ‘Moreover, we achieved our objective.’

‘But paid through the nose and had the interrogators all over you,’ Harel said. 

‘Goat’s one of those agents who’s hard to manage,’ Eli said.

‘Even for the world’s greatest spy-runner?’ Harel said.

‘Yes, even for the world’s greatest spy-runner. Thank you for the compliment, by the way. As you may or may not be aware, Goat couldn’t resist bringing attention to himself from the Russians. But our agent in place has enough legitimate reasons to fire Goat from the arms company. This is the ultimate in cleaning up after ourselves. Frankly, Yuval, I think it’s a no-brainer.’

‘Does anybody have any other thoughts?’ Yuval said.

‘Since you ask, this entire operation still seems to be like a colossal waste of money,’ Harel said. ‘A vanity operation if you like, to enhance reputations and careers.’

There were expressions of shock around the virtual table. Even in an environment where blunt-speaking was common, this was a direct attack. Harel must believe he was in a position of power, Eli thought. Maybe that’s why he was dressed up in his fancy suit.

Harel went on. ‘And before you suggest otherwise, Yuval, let me make it clear that I do read the signals and I saw that on top of the extortionate amount Goat screwed out of us, diminishing the rest of our budgets, on top of all of that, Eli has just put in place a plumbing job to hardwire Goat’s home using some of the most sensitive cutting-edge equipment that we’ve developed. Equipment that hasn’t actually been finally approved and rolled out for use across the stations. How do you explain that?’

Eli wasn’t about to say that he pulled all the favours he could to get the hardwire kit that was still being tested, nor that the only information they’d gathered to date from using it was that Goat argued a lot with his wife who screamed back at him. He had no choice but to stray into Yuval’s patch and state why drones with the poison pill cyberware in Russian hands would lead to a tranche of valuable intelligence that they could trade to the Americans or any other interested party. 

‘It’s speculative,’ Harel said, and thumped the table.

‘As is most of what we do,’ Eli said, louder than he meant to.

‘Enough,’ Yuval said. ‘I see this as a good solution to the problem. By the time of our next meeting we’ll have the analysis from some of the doctored drones. Then Harel can say whether he thinks it was worth the investment. In the meantime, Harel, you can keep quiet.’

It was all Eli could do not to grin. That wouldn’t have been either right or professional.

‘If there’s no other business, we wrap,’ Yuval said. ‘Eli, don’t exit. I need to talk to you.’

As soon as the other participants had gone Yuval nodded and said, ‘What’s the situation with your wife? Any progress?’ 

‘What can I say, Yuval? If she wants to split up and that does seem to be the way this is going, then there’s not much I can do.’ 

‘There must be something you can do. There’s too much to lose.’ 

‘My son Doron is due back in London next week. It’s a short vacation before he goes back to school. I’m pretty sure she hasn’t told him that she’s moved out—’

‘Perfect,’ Yuval interrupted. ‘She won’t want to upset him during his studies. You have a chance, Eli. Don’t blow it. As you can see, Harel’s faction are getting stronger – there’s too much at stake.’

The call ended and Eli sat in the empty meeting room for five minutes, thinking. Up until that moment he’d had no doubts about who he was and what he was doing. He’d been on a career trajectory where he would fight his way up through the ranks of the organisation and go as far as he could. It was the right thing to do. He’d watch his son finish his education and have his own life and career, and all the while Gal would be by his side. 

For the first time, he was wondering if that really was what he wanted. Yes, he still wanted the job, he had to keep the job for the good of the organisation and ultimately the country, but did he want Gal? Did he want a relationship with someone who didn’t understand what he did and why he did it?


Chapter 41

It was hard to believe that the embassy gym could be so busy, so early. Eli slumped on the exercise bike, with Rafi at his elbow, there to adjust the controls, a task he approached with the same level of concentration he might use on a detonator. 

‘Okay, you start here, with a ten-minute warm up,’ Rafi said. ‘Then we get into some serious cardio.’  

Eli began to pedal while he gazed around the basement gym with its artificial light and suspended TV screens that streamed both UK TV and the Israeli channels. Around him, on other machines, Eli recognised not only some of the security guards, the jocks who drifted around the building ready to leap on anyone suspicious, but all sorts of other people you might not expect to see down there, such as Yossi, the deputy ambassador. There he was at 6:30 in the morning, Adidas T-shirt bulging over his gut, huffing and puffing on a rowing machine. Eli glanced down at his own gut, but he was now there, doing what he was supposed to be doing: losing weight, addressing his lifestyle issues, and most importantly, keeping his job.

‘Whatever it takes,’ he’d said to Rafi when he asked for his help. 

After the session in the gym they revived themselves with coffee in Eli’s office with a bowl of muesli, blueberries and oat milk. 

‘Like it?’ Rafi said. ‘It’s muscle building. I like my men ripped.’

‘Fuck off. You know I’m only doing this to stop you getting my job.’

‘Sure.’ Rafi stood up and gathered the empty dishes onto the tray. ‘What time is Doron getting in? Are you picking him up?’

Eli shook his head. ‘No, Gal insisted and I didn’t fight it. She picks him up at the airport and brings him back to the apartment.’

‘Then what?’ 

‘She stays. She feels it’s important that we’re together when we tell him that we’re splitting up. She says he’ll feel more secure if he sees it’s a joint decision.’

‘Except it isn’t.’ 

‘I realise that, but knowing that’s her plan, well that means I’m prepared.’  

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

‘Just keep everything running here. I’ll be out of the office for the rest of the day and maybe tomorrow. You’ll probably have Nathan and Lev with some news about their American evangelist nutjob. Plus Adam and Segev on the surveillance with Goat. And something new may come up with 91, but you’re in touch with Petra on that, aren’t you?’

‘Ain bayot, no problem. Gal is the priority today.’ 

‘Thanks. If you need me, I’m on the phone.’ 

On the way back to the apartment Eli stocked up on the family treats they liked. Treats from Panzer’s Delicatessen would resonate with Gal; a reminder of better times. While Eli waited at the counter making his selection of cheeses, he thought about Petra for a moment; what she’d said about Jews and food and also what she’d said about the problems of having a relationship with someone who couldn’t ever understand who you were. Eli was aware that he now thought of Gal as a target. Someone to be manipulated. The idea was a comfort; the knowledge that he had the skill set gave him an anchor. Petra had been right when she talked about how the work rewired the brain so you looked at the world through a different prism. Eli’s goal to get his wife to return so that he could retain his job used the same process as planning an operation to get an agent to betray their country. Was that wrong? No, it wasn’t. 

MICE – money, ideology, coercion, ego.

Some wives might choose husbands for money, the comfortable lifestyle that marriage gave them; you saw it everywhere, the cuties who hooked up with a crepuscular husband. These were career wives, women who didn’t leave until they had finance organised, either a new income stream in the shape of a different partner or an acceptable divorce package. It was the way of the world, but the money hook was never going to motivate Gal.  

Neither would any attempt at compromise or coercion – such as using Doron – it would only harden her attitude. Pity.

And ego, the fourth motivator in that comfy MICE anagram, no, that wouldn’t pull her strings. How many times had she been asked to be on some committee or panel with the great and the good? Gal had no interest in that type of thing. No, for Gal it was always going to be ideology – the motivator that turned foolish public schoolboys in the 1930s into Soviet spies. Ideology was probably the most powerful motivator of all.

Back home, Eli pottered around the kitchen, unloading the bags of food onto the kitchen worktop, all the while considering how he might motivate Gal to come back using her principles. Any suggestion that her return was essential for his career would sink like a stone. He smiled to himself thinking of her likely response if he cited the benefit of her forgiveness to either the Mossad or the country. Waste of time. Values associated with family and the security of the family might be a concept that would persuade her; after all she spent enough time working with children of broken families to know the damage caused by fractured units. That was his best bet. Play it low-key; no anger, no recriminations, calm and steady and when the moment came, ask her how their separation would impact on Doron, who was in his second year studying in the US, and had struggled in the first year of aeronautics, to the point of wanting to change the course. If their separation led to Doron dropping out, Gal would struggle. Eli had a plan. 

Still deeply within himself he tidied the apartment, cleaned the surfaces, placed his gym kit where she might see it and arranged some flowers in a jug on the kitchen table. It was only when he was in the bathroom, cleaning specks of toothpaste off the mirror, that he paused. 

He saw his reflection, the grey eyes Gal said she loved to look into. His bald head that she’d grown to like, or so she said. He might have the skills to manipulate her return, but if Gal couldn’t understand what he did and why, then what future did they have anyway?

Eli sat down heavily on the side of the bath. For a moment he felt drained of all energy, as if a plug had been tugged out. 

Their long-term future was a secondary concern, he’d deal with that later; the priority goal remained; for the sake of his job, career, the Mossad, and the country, he had to persuade her to return. 

In West Hampstead Eli and Gal neither screamed at each other nor were they violent, but there was a pall of sadness; there was no shalom bayit, no peace at home. The warmth that once had wrapped itself around the couple and made home a refuge from the world outside had gone. In its place was pain and the worst of it, for Eli was seeing the suffering in her eyes.

Of course, Doron sensed it too. 

They ate dinner at the table in the big kitchen and Gal had made Doron’s favourite meal, the one he always craved when he came back from the army on leave, when he would eat with one hand, gesticulate with the other and talk incessantly. This evening, Doron ate the chicken with pomegranates and pistachios on a bed of rice with one hand and in his usual enormous mouthfuls, but the talk at table was sombre. It was of politics and the future. After offering to do the dishes, an offer that was refused, Doron muttered that he had some work to do for the course and disappeared into the spare room, Gal’s office.

Now was the time. 

‘How do you want to do this?’ Eli said. ‘Tell Doron tonight or let him sleep off the flight?’

Gal was bent over the dishwasher, rinsing and stacking in her singular style: side plates to the left, mains to the right, knives in their allotted spaces as suggested by the manual, tomes that she always read. In spite of the difficulty of the moment, it made Eli smile to see her absorbed in the domestic task, a task that she made her own. 

‘I’m not sure,’ Gal said as she straightened up. ‘How do you think he looks?’

‘Since you ask, like a young man with an axe hanging over his head. Did you say anything to him on the way back from the airport?’

‘Not exactly.’ Gal wavered.

‘But enough for him to guess what’s going on, with you bringing in a meal that you’d prepared somewhere else. He’s a smart kid. Always was. Let’s not make him suffer because of our problems.’

‘Agreed.’ 

The silence in the kitchen was broken only by the rumble of the dishwasher and it almost seem to weight the air. 

‘I’ve had time to think a lot,’ Eli said, ‘as I’m sure you have. I know there’s nothing I can do about the nature of how I gathered the information about your patient’s father. That’s done.’

Gal came to sit at the table; she held the cup of her herbal tea clasped in her hands. It was another familiar pose that made him ache because of what was going on between them. It was all so unnecessary. 

He cleared his throat. ‘If we split up my foreign posting will be under threat. Those are the rules, as you know. It may not be the end of my career with the Office; I could work on an account back home, have a different career trajectory and if I remarry, chances are that I’ll get another overseas posting.’

‘The problem is the job,’ Gal said. ‘It’s what it’s done to you. You no longer hear the birds singing.’

‘I know. That’s what I’ve been thinking about. I found myself thinking how I would manipulate you to change your mind; consciously work you like I would work any other agent.’

‘What stopped you?’ Gal’s voice was cold, he could see how hurt she was, how damaged.

‘I’d like to say it was you.’ Eli smiled. ‘And that is certainly a part of it, because you are a touchstone in my life. And I probably needed you to go, for me to have some time to think this all through, but what I realised was that it’s all about trying to retain my humanity when some of the time I’m doing inhumane things. Gal, you cannot understand how hard that is because you haven’t done it. You did army service but aside from basic training you were in administration and analysis. We’re at opposite ends of the experience spectrum on this.’

Gal’s eyes were moist. She looked so sad.

Eli went on. ‘I don’t want to go on about this, but when that agent died last year, the British one, for me, it wasn’t just a cock-up. We lose agents; you might say it’s an occupational hazard. If you put people in situations where they’re going to risk their lives, some of those lives will be lost. And that’s going to happen in any conflict situation. And we lose friends, and we have regrets, that’s part of life. We think we could have done things differently, made better decisions.’

Gal leaned forward, about to interrupt Eli.

‘No, let me finish. I genuinely don’t think I did anything wrong, it’s my job. But I am going to take Bohdan, your patient’s father out of our sphere. We are going to stop working with him and he will be losing the job that makes him interesting to us and anybody else. If I can manage to do that, do you think we can attempt to find a way forward?’

Eli watched Gal’s face with the same attention that he would study any professional contact; it’s what he did and he was okay with that. 

‘I don’t know,’ Gal said. ‘I was so angry with you but now I’m just sad, really, really sad. I don’t know.’ 

‘Look, I’m sad too. We had something special that not many people have.’

‘I don’t know whether I can accept the work that you do. That’s what I need to work out; am I compromised by what you do? How you entrap people and then use them?’

‘Only you can answer that,’ Eli said. ‘If Bohdan is out of the operation would that be enough for you, for us, to try again? Until Doron finishes school.’

Gal said nothing, just gripped her mug of tea that had long since grown cold. He saw that her knuckles were white. Finally she said, ‘I think so.’

Gal stayed and they shared a sleepless night in the same bed. Eli was sombre and careful not to show satisfaction that he’d been right; Gal had conceded. Whether it was because of Doron or his promise to try to extricate Goat, it didn’t matter. It was a result. 

As he lay in the darkened room and listened to the rain outside, he thought. Had he manipulated her? Of course he had. Was he okay with that? Yes, because what he did in his career had the potential to be bigger than her inability to understand his world. There were more important issues at stake than one agent and one child and one shrink who’d staked her claim to the moral high ground.


Chapter 42

‘Talk me through this again,’ Petra said. 

Tom was sitting at the beech table in his flat, with three screens in front of him. Since there was nowhere else to sit, and Tom was preoccupied shifting from laptop to desktop, not unlike an organist, Petra picked up five books and an envelope that was stacked on one of the chairs and laid them down on the floor. Petra recognised the envelope, she’d given it to Tom. Inside was the photocopied journal Tom was supposed to be translating from Arabic to English. Tom’s eyes followed her gaze.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I haven’t started yet. I put it there to remind me.’

‘It’s not a priority,’ Petra said. ‘What you’re doing is more important. Explain it to me so that I understand.’

‘Okay,’ Tom said, face illuminated by the light from the screens and his enthusiasm. ‘A lot of this conspiracy material is a stretch, but…’ He looked around and spotted one of the books that she’d moved to the pile on the floor. He dived to retrieve it and held it out to her. ‘This is a really interesting book.’

‘Just tell me what’s in it.’ 

‘The controlling idea is that fictional tropes, such as the red pill and blue pills from The Matrix – that’s an old Keanu Reeves film – have not only been adopted as shorthand for right-wing groups and beliefs about libertarian misogyny but are believed to be true. So, instead of fact informing fiction, which is the way it’s been from Shakespeare to Dickens and so on, in late twentieth century and twenty-first century culture, that’s been up-ended; fiction is now informing fact. Isn’t that interesting? And worrying.’

‘Yes, but it’s not helping me understand what the particular fiction is that you’ve uncovered and, more importantly, how it might be acted upon.’ 

Tom looked hurt. Petra needed to rein herself in and remember he wasn’t a pro, and that he believed himself to be an investigative journalist.

‘Tom, this is interesting and great colour for what you’re writing. But we journalists have a duty of care. My concern is that these people are more than armchair conspiracists like half the world and that they’re the ones who are stabbing tourists. Is that the case or are they just piggy-backing onto other terror acts?’

‘Sorry. I’ve started writing my book and I get so involved with it that it’s hard for me to shift out of it. Okay, yes, they are and, no, they’re not. It’s really quite clever and like so many innovative ideas, it comes from America.’

‘Go on.’ Despite her impatience Petra would have to let him tell the story in his own way. She had two goals for the meeting: gather his information and try to keep him safe. To Petra he sounded too gung-ho. Ever since her interrogation she’d become increasingly concerned about Tom being in danger. If this group found out he was working for Israel or if Tom did, both his safety and his soul would be compromised beyond recovery. He had to become more cautious. 

‘The guy who doesn’t say much is American,’ Tom said.

‘American? Interesting. That’s Ed, the one who looks like a washed-up American football player?’

‘Yes, I’m not absolutely sure where he comes from but I believe it’s a rural area, from some of the things he says. Anyway, he says we’re heading towards Armageddon, the final battle, the end of days scenario and besides preparing for the event, we should be trying to speed it up so that we, those blessed people who are in the know, can be the survivors and inherit the earth.’

‘Is he Christian? Evangelical?’

‘Yeah.

‘So what’s that got to do with stabbing Israeli tourists? And what about 91 and the revenge attacks?’

‘Because anything that can be done to foment disorder will accelerate Armageddon.’ 

‘But why Israelis? Why not attack MPs or asylum seekers, or any other ethnic group?’ 

‘I know on the face of it, it doesn’t seem logical. But you see, the conspiracy stuff has its own logic. It’s a different mind-set where explanations are created to suit the situation and you can pick any idea you like, for example, basing a conspiracy theory on The Matrix whose creators are, incidentally, transwomen.’

‘Tom, this worries me.’ Petra had got up from the chair and was pacing between the kitchen and table. ‘People who make decisions and take action based on religious belief are dangerous. They are less rational and more extreme than people who just want political power or economic gain.’ 

She was thinking about her conversation with the interrogator – a religious racist and supremacist if ever she saw one.

‘Why Israelis?’ she repeated.

Tom went on. ‘The connection with Israel is because Armageddon will come about when certain conditions are fulfilled; it’s not unlike a game, when you have to find certain weapons to get to the next level. Anyway, among the conditions is that Israel’s borders are restored to what they were in pre-history. Attacking Israeli tourists is supposed to stir up the Israeli government and get them to retaliate and increase Jewish paranoia, which always results in immigration and more right-wing voters. And more immigration means more people in the occupied territories because population density in the rest of Israel is high.’

‘Sounds like a long-term plan. And judging by the prevailing situation all they have to do is put their feet up and wait for it to happen. I don’t understand where your American comes into the picture.’

‘The second temple,’ Tom said by way of explanation. 

‘What’s that?’ Petra feigned ignorance.

‘There was a second temple in Jerusalem built by Jews returning from Babylon between 516BCE to 70CE,’ Tom said, consulting the dates on a yellow-lined pad. ‘That was the temple in place when Jesus was born. In fact, Herod was responsible for refurbishing it.’

‘Who cares? Beyond a bunch of white supremacists?’ Petra went to the sink where she filled the kettle and turned it on. ‘Isn’t this all just an excuse to beat up anyone who’s not like them?’ 

‘No. Not for him,’ Tom said. ‘It’s bigger than that. When the second temple was destroyed by the Romans, the Jews were dispersed throughout the world. But the Jews are coming back now. It’s happening. There are signs, for example, moving the American Embassy to Jerusalem.’

‘They see that as a sign?’ Petra had a life-long antipathy to organised religion of any flavour and found it hard to be neutral and sound curious about this superstitious nonsense. 

‘Yes. Very much so. The American has been raising money so that the third temple can be built where they can sacrifice a cow, specifically a perfect red heifer. When that happens two more of the conditions for the return of the Messiah and Armageddon will be fulfilled. And that is their plan.’

‘I suppose it’s no madder than many other religious beliefs. Take me back a couple of steps. You said the 91 Group at the behest of the American was and wasn’t behind the attacks.’

‘Yes. A clever initiative. So, the club in Shoreditch, the one where the first Israeli was attacked, was identified by a dive into social media; it’s a favourite location for Israeli kids in the gap year they do after the army and before university. They take pictures of themselves there and post them for all the world to see. The 91 Group uses 4 Chan to groom volunteers, never the same one twice. Then, a knife in a plastic bag is handed to the volunteer in a brush pass.’

‘Brush pass?’ 

‘It’s a term that spies use,’ Tom said.

‘How quaint. So they all think they’re James Bond?’

Tom went on. ‘The brush pass is exactly ninety-one yards away from the venue and contains a knife and burner phone with a Mission Impossible type message.’

‘This is really pathetic. Why aren’t MI5 all over this?’

‘Dunno. Maybe because knife crime is so common or they lack resources. Everything is clean and untraceable and they always pick busy locations.’

‘We have to stop this. They can have their cow and the rest of the bullshit, but these morons could stick a bio-weapon in a Tesco bag. It needs to be stopped.’

‘Not before I finish writing my book proposal.’ 

For the first time Petra saw with clarity the man that Tom would become; his face was set with determination. She needed to tread with care.

Having made the coffee, Petra went back into the kitchen area and did some tidying, rinsing cups and wiping down the surfaces. It was a cover for all sorts of thoughts that raced around her head. 

‘How much more have you got to do on your book proposal?’ Petra said.

‘Maybe a week. I’ve got a few things to check out.’ 

‘Tom, I think you’ve done amazing work, far and beyond anything I thought was possible and I know that Greg and Zoran will be hugely impressed. But I think the time has come for you to stand down.’

‘What?’

‘Or back off,’ Petra amended at the sight of Tom’s face. ‘It’s dangerous. What you’re describing is not just an isolated group of nutjobs. It’s organised and thought through. It could escalate, you could get a criminal record, so I think you need to back off.’

‘Don’t worry, Petra. They trust me. I’m one of them. They need me. I’m the only one who can make sense of their posts so other people can understand them. And I need the story.’

‘Tom—’

He interrupted. ‘Remember when we went to the Frontline Club and saw those books on the shelf? I want to be on that shelf and this is my chance. Petra, I know how to look after myself.’

No, you don’t, Petra thought, you really don’t know how to look after yourself, you have no idea at all, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. But Petra had the wit not say so. She might not be a parent but looking at the glint in Tom’s eyes, she knew there was no point arguing, it would just make him dig in his heels. 

‘Okay, you press on with your proposal and I’ll stop nagging you. Just be careful.’


Chapter 43

As soon as Petra left Tom’s flat she sent a message to Rafi telling him to call her asap. He ought to be able to bring in Greg the publisher to make Tom back down. Because Tom had to back down; he was in some sort of fantasy world where he was Woodward and Bernstein combined and had no idea how to keep himself safe; if there was any type of fight, he’d be beaten to a pulp. Petra hadn’t recruited him to let that happen.

Since she’d left the message for Rafi there wasn’t much else for Petra to do, so she took herself home in the hope that an assault on her punch bag or a run through the woods would shift the sense of anxiety that hung over her. It might also stop her checking her phone to see if she’d missed a call or a text from Rafi. She decided that if she didn’t hear from Rafi when she’d got back from her run she’d use the emergency contact number.

But by the time Petra opened her front door she’d thought better of it. After all, where was the emergency? Maybe she was over-reacting and just needed to calm down. It was understandable given her involvement in an operation where a young woman had blown herself up but she needed to remember: Tom was not that woman.  

A hot shower, a change of clothes and Petra sat herself down on the sofa and dipped nachos into a tub of hummus while she drank a glass of white wine. 

She channel-hopped and had just settled on a documentary about World War Two when the doorbell rang. Petra sprang up from the sofa.

‘Who is it?’ she asked while looking at the screen to the right of the front door and toggling the camera around. 

Saying ‘who is it’ was a habit so ingrained in Petra that she could no more open a door without asking the question than she could start her day without a cup of tea. 

‘It’s only me,’ was the response. An answer that was both unhelpful and unwelcome. 

Petra pasted on a smile of welcome and hauled open the door to her neighbour, Sandie.

‘I thought I saw you run past the house.’ Sandie looked past Petra to the squashed cushions on the sofa and the single glass of wine. ‘Am I disturbing you? I just thought I hadn’t seen you for such a long time, I keep missing you so I thought I’d—’

‘Come in, come in,’ Petra said. ‘I’m pleased you dropped in, I was watching something boring on TV. Come and have a glass of wine.’

Sandie didn’t need asking twice. An indeterminate kind of a woman, her hair was neither blonde nor white. Above middle-age but not yet elderly, neither tall nor short, neither fat nor thin, she wore pale clothes that echoed her pale hair and unmade-up face. Her only nod to vanity was a sharp, angular haircut and now a slash of red lipstick. 

Sandie’s passion, if indeed it was a passion and not just something to fill the days between the village book club and the animal shelter where she volunteered, was her rabbits. Kurtz and Rollo. Petra had never been able to tell one from the other but Sandie assured her they had distinct personalities and often talked about the therapeutic effects of pet ownership. So often did Sandie say that stroking a pet released some kind of feel-good chemical that Petra had a feeling Sandie was fighting depression.

‘Hey, come and sit down, tell me what I’ve been missing,’ Petra said as she reached into the one of the cupboards in the kitchen for another wine glass and some nuts. 

‘Well, it’s been all go,’ Sandie said. ‘Remember Bob, he sprained his back digging in his allotment?’ Petra nodded, filled up Sandie’s glass and let her rip. After the first glass of wine, which was a large one, she could see it taking effect on Sandie and since she didn’t want her passing out on the sofa thought she’d better get some food inside her. 

‘Have you eaten?’ Petra said. ‘Why don’t I order something in, it’s been ages since we’ve had a catch up.’ 

‘Oh that would be so completely lovely, are you absolutely sure it’s no trouble? How’s that chap of yours? He hasn’t been around lately or have I missed him?’

‘He’s away on a job,’ Petra said going to the table by the sofa to get her phones so she could order some food. ‘What shall we have? Pizza, Indian, Chinese, Thai, sushi, Italian? Your choice, my treat.’

While Sandie gabbled on once again, Petra checked her work phone to see if there was anything from Rafi. There was a message.In meeting. Will call in 1 hour. Petra felt relieved. Despite her attempt to rationalise her worry about Tom, dread had been sitting on her shoulder like a dybbuk. 

‘Would that be a message from your young man?’ Sandie said in a coy voice that acted like sandpaper on Petra’s intentions to be kind. Sandie was watching her with a simpering smile on her face.

‘Just work,’ Petra said. ‘I’ve got to talk to a colleague in an hour about one of our clients.’

‘Oh… oh… sorry, shall I go if you have to have a business conversation? I know just what it’s like.’

‘No. Not at all. When my colleague calls I’ll just disappear upstairs for five minutes while I check a delivery schedule on my desktop.’

Sandie’s face relaxed into repose and she went back to dithering between different meal choices while Petra looked at her second phone, not the work burner she used with Rafi, but the encrypted phone she used with Tom. 

There was an email from him.


Hi

Sorry if I was off earlier today, I know you have my interests at heart, after all, you were the one who got me this gig for which I’ll be forever grateful. In fact, I’ve already written the acknowledgement I’ll make to you in the back of the book. Of course, it starts with thank you.

Petra, something important has just happened.


‘Is everything all right?’ Sandie’s voice had real concern. ‘You look a bit white.’

‘Yes… yes… client. Sandie, order something; I’m just going upstairs to respond to this.’

Petra strode to the open staircase and pounded up the treads two at time. At the landing, she didn’t turn into her spare room cum office, she went into her bedroom and sat on the side of her bed to read the rest of the email. Somehow, Tom’s ‘something important has just happened’ filled her with fear.


As you know, my pals know that I can write, and that’s my main value to the group. After all, I’ve been writing their information packs for them, website copy, message board posts not to mention the articles that they place in The Light, but the latest idea is that they now want to make a film. It’ll be along the same sort of lines as 2000 Mules. I don’t know if you’ve heard about it or seen it but it’s a big deal. It’s a documentary about how the vote was stolen when Trump lost the election but what’s important is that it’s not some crappy thing on YouTube, it’s got good production values and is actually making money. So that’s the plan, that’s what they want to do. And they want me to write the script for it. 

Just now I met the American, whose name I now learn is Jarvis. This is his idea and he apparently has some experience in film-making though I don’t yet know if he’s going to direct. 


‘Christ,’ Petra said aloud. She could hardly bear to read on.


Anyway, he’s got quite a vision for this thing. He’s an interesting bloke, funny and charismatic and I think he’s starting to trust me. 

Jarvis said that they’ve got some sort of location in the country where they are doing training, fitness stuff, Bear Grylls survival stuff I think and talks by people from other groups. It might be the Italians or Swedes but I’m not sure. He said it was super secret because they are concerned that MI5 are on to them and that’s why only trusted people know anything about the base. It’s also why I can’t take a phone or laptop with me. 


Petra closed her eyes for a second. She could feel her heart tighten in her chest. If Tom had no phone or laptop with him, there was no way to find him, he’d be completely on his own. Anything could happen.


Jarvis said he’d like me to go down there with him, because it will be one of the locations we’ll use in the film. He talks a lot about branding, messaging and imagery, and getting the message across. I think the location is on land owned by a donor to the group because Jarvis joked about his ‘lordship’. Mind you, it might just be a posh farmer who’s renting out a field and stable in the middle of winter. 

It’s too good an opportunity to miss. I know you’ll see that. Having worked so hard to get into the group it would be madness not to go. 

If there’s an opportunity I’ll find a phone box and call you but I’ll only do that if I’m sure it’s safe. In spite of being a Christian and talking about the work of the Lord, Jarvis does like a drink and a steak so he might not be able to resist the allure of an English country pub, but let’s see. 

There’s another thing I need to talk to you about. I couldn’t sleep last night so I did your translation. I understand.

No more time, dear Petra, I have to meet them in forty minutes. I’ll see you soon. 

Tom


Petra read the sentence about the translation again. If Tom really understood the journal’s contents, he’d know that he was working for Mossad. His situation couldn’t be much worse.


Chapter 44

The Deliveroo driver had arrived with a perfectly cooked meal from Petra’s favourite Nepalese restaurant. It was Petra’s choice because in the end Sandie was so indecisive that Petra feared that her neighbour would be too drunk to lift her fork by the time the food arrived.

While Sandie sat at the table making inroads into a second bottle of white wine, Petra slammed around the kitchen pulling plates and cutlery out of drawers and cupboards to get food on the plate in record time. 

‘Here we are.’ Petra loaded up rice onto a plate for Sandie, adding some Methi Chicken and Hariyo Miss Mass when the doorbell chimed. In the open-plan space the front door was only steps away from the table. Instantly alert, Petra laid down the plate in front of Sandie and strode to the door.

‘Who is it?’ Petra said and looked at image on the screen. A tall man was hunched inside a high-collared jacket, trying to avoid the rain.

‘Me,’ Rafi said. 

‘I thought you were going to phone,’ Petra said and opened the door.

He stepped inside and took in the sight of Sandie at the table and the open containers of takeaway.

‘Smells fantastic,’ Rafi said and walked over to Sandie. He was all crooked smile and twinkling eyes, the look he used when he was out to charm and it certainly did the job on Sandie. If there had been any residue of hesitation at his appearance, what he said filtered it out and she was entirely charmed.

‘Please, don’t let me interrupt your evening or disturb you. My name’s Dan and I have the pleasure of working with Petra. I just want five minutes with her and I’ll leave you in peace.’

‘Oh no,’ Sandie said. ‘You must stay. It’s such a dreadful night, isn’t it? Raining cats and dogs.’

Petra was glaring at Rafi, but he just shrugged. ‘If you’re sure…’ 

‘Sandie, if you could get another plate and cutlery for Dan… I need to show him something on my desktop upstairs.’

She headed towards the open-tread stairs and bounded up them waiting for Rafi to follow her into her bedroom.

‘Very nice,’ he said looking around, after she’d closed the door.

‘What are you doing here?’

Rafi dropped the shmooze. ‘I had a debrief at Heathrow with an agent on a two hour stopover between flights so I couldn’t respond. I figured it would be faster to come by than arrange a meeting. What’s up?’

Petra passed Rafi her phone and he read the email. He read it twice and then massaged his beard, lost in thought.

‘Well?’ Petra said.

‘What’s this thing that he understands?’ 

‘No idea. I suspect it’s something I said about the importance of finishing off jobs that you start. The translation was for Corudon.’

‘Okay,’ Rafi said, looking at Petra. ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘What’s the problem? Tom’s gone off with this Jarvis and the group. No phone, no laptop, middle of bloody nowhere. The kid’s twenty-two years old.’

Rafi gave Petra a long look. On his face was a new expression she’d never seen before. This wasn’t the charm smile, it was bitter. ‘Twenty-two? When I was his age I led a platoon and there was a firefight. Three of my guys got killed. That was three funerals I had to go to. Tom will either find his way out of this situation or he won’t.’

‘I think there’s a bit of difference here,’ Petra said. ‘While I’m very sorry that you had that experience, you knew what you were fighting for.’

‘Did I? Did I really?’

‘Fuck off, Rafi, your existential crisis has got nothing to do with the fact that Tom thought he was working for a Canadian publisher and now—’

‘Coo-ee!’ A voice travelled from the bottom of the stairs to the first floor. ‘I think the food might be getting cold. Shall I put it in the oven?’

‘No, we’ll be down in two minutes,’ Petra said.

‘Listen,’ Rafi was all business again. ‘There’s absolutely nothing we can do tonight. I’ll call Eli on the way home. Trust me on this, but there’s every reason to believe that MI5 are already on to this Jarvis. He’s on a watchlist. Too bad Tom only just found out his name. It would have saved us all a lot of trouble.’

‘If I’d known he was going to go off like this I would have given him a tracker.’

‘And if he had a tracker on him and they are up to speed then he’d have been compromised,’ Rafi said. ‘Come on, Petra, this is pointless. Let’s have something to eat with your charming neighbour. There’s nothing we can do tonight.’

Rafi walked to the door of the bedroom and opened it to let Petra out in a gesture of courtesy that sat strangely on his shoulders. He gave her one of his long, thoughtful looks. 

‘What?’ Petra said.

‘Nothing, nothing at all.’ Then Rafi picked up his invisible charm cloak, draped it over his shoulders and gave Sandie an evening to remember. Because while Petra ate the food on her plate with little sense of what it was she was shovelling into her mouth, Rafi gave Sandie his full attention. In front of Petra’s eyes, the woman bloomed like a parched desert after a spring deluge; she looked twenty years younger.

The moment the plates were empty, Petra whisked them off the table and into the dishwasher, sending out a signal that the evening was over. Rafi made no attempt to linger but thanked Petra, apologised for breaking into the party and told Sandie how lovely it was to meet her and he hoped to see her again some time. 

‘What a charming man,’ Sandie said five minutes later as Petra stood by the front door holding it open.

‘Are you okay to get home?’ Petra said.

‘Yes, of course I am,’ Sandie said and indeed, she seemed to have sobered up from her plunge into the wine bottle earlier on in the evening. ‘Married, I presume?’ 

‘Very,’ Petra said.

‘A complicated man. There’s more to him than meets the eye.’ And with that, the first thought-provoking comment that Sandie had ever made, Petra’s neighbour trotted down the path towards her own cottage. 

Petra shut the door and stood with her back against it for a few seconds, relishing the emptiness in her home. At last she was free both to wonder and to worry where Tom was without interruption. Rafi was right about the risk of giving Tom a tracker; all she could do now was hope that Tom didn’t slip up.

Together, Eli and Gal had taken Doron to the airport for his flight back to the US. In the end, the separation speech hadn’t happened but Doron knew there was something in the air and seemed relieved to wave them off and stride towards the security gate. Afterwards, Eli thought Gal might move back into the apartment but despite assuring her that Bohdan’s career as an agent was about to end and he would be retired to safety, she’d refused.

Yes, they met, had meals out and even went to an exhibition at the Tate Modern, but there remained, if not a chasm separating them, a dark channel. Gal was even apologetic, but said she neither knew nor trusted the man that she’d married and it bothered her. 

There was little Eli could do and he settled back into his spy-runner mode when he thought about Gal. It was like working an agent; sometimes one just had to step back into the shadows and give the agent space, allow the agent to come down to the river and drink. That’s what he taught the recruits when he lectured at the training courses. He used the Tolstoy quote: ‘The two most powerful warriors are patience and time’, and operationally he’d rarely been wrong. After all, human beings were the same the world over. Push, pull, rest.

Truth be told, Eli had moments when he resented Gal. He was angry with her for not understanding and not appreciating the price that he’d paid for what he did. And then the moment passed and Eli thought that he would just like to have her around, hear her laughing at something on TV or drifting around the apartment in her thick white dressing gown, the scent of the junk she put in the bath that followed her like a contrail. The truth was that Gal made his life sweeter.

No surprises, Eli wasn’t sleeping well. Consequently the phone call from Rafi the night before with the news about the American evangelist and his involvement in the 91 Group was about as welcome as a fat rat in a Michelin-star restaurant.

‘Are we sure it’s the same guy?’ Eli said. 

‘It looks like it,’ Rafi said. ‘I’m just looking at the reports that Nathan and Lev have been filing. What do you want me to do?’

‘Make it go away?’ Eli sat up in bed and swung his legs over the side and stood up. ‘How much does Trainer know?’

‘None of this, although… look, she was beating herself up about Tom, as she does, so I said that I thought it was likely that MI5 were already on to him.’

‘Maybe they are and we can let them get on with it.’ Eli walked into the bathroom and sat on the loo, allowing himself to pee quietly as he listened to Rafi continue.

‘I’m more worried about this film they want to make,’ Rafi said.

‘Why?’ Eli stood up and stumbled into the kitchen where his laptop now lived on the table. One of the side benefits of Gal not being there was that he could spread his stuff out and leave it without being nagged about the mess. 

‘Let’s have a look at this email,’ Eli said as he put the phone on speaker and booted up his laptop.

‘I can’t put my finger on it,’ Rafi said. ‘I think Trainer’s instincts are correct. But I think she’s holding back something.’

‘Here… okay… I’ve got it in front of me.’ Eli scanned the document. ‘Right, here’s what we do. An early meeting with the team to see if Nathan and Lev can add anything to the reports they filed in relation to the American.’

‘Okay.’ 

‘And in your capacity as deputy head of station, I want you to give advance warning to them that if I get the merest hint of self-satisfied schadenfreude in their presentation to the team, I will fire them and make sure that their pension reflects their poor performance. I’m not kidding.’

‘Consider it done.’ 

‘I’ll request an urgent meeting with Milne and Charlene Dinesen. Even if it’s fifteen minutes we’ve got to keep them in the frame and see what they can bring to the table…’ Eli paused. ‘I could really do without this.’

‘Yeah, well,’ Rafi said. ‘Timing is crap. Do you have any thoughts about what I do about Trainer? She’s tearing herself apart about the kid.’

‘Try to find out what she’s holding back. Then tell her we’ve got it all in hand. Tell her… look, it’s a piss-poor situation but we’re not coming into it completely cold. And she, more than anyone else, should know better. This is what we do; we put people in danger for the benefit of an operation and then we hope for the best. That’s the job.’


Chapter 45

Eli’s video meeting with Milne and Charlene Dinesen was brief and to the point. Michael, the tech geek, had set him up in the soundproofed room and the silence was so complete it felt like being buried under blankets. With a few minutes to go before the start, Eli eased back into the chair and focused. There’d been no choice but to fully inform Milne and Charlene on the ugly status with 91 and he was prepared for a drubbing. 

Eli glanced down at his watch. The meeting was supposed to have started half a minute ago. No doubt Milne was having a pre-meeting with the CIA liaison, as part of the so-called and much abused special relationship. No doubt they were discussing the signal Eli had sent both of them.

Suddenly the screen flickered into action and Milne appeared, with a painting of country landscape behind him. It looked like a Constable. 

‘Good morning Eli, Charlene is already here.’ His mouth was tight.

Although recorded, Milne had out his silver pen and notebook.

‘Morning to you,’ Eli said. 

‘To business,’ Milne said. ‘What made you think it was your role to launch this benighted initiative on British sovereign soil?’

‘Our ambassador felt we needed to look into the stabbing of an Israeli tourist,’ Eli said. ‘That’s where it started.’

‘Allow me to summarise,’ Charlene broke in. ‘We’ve got an unknown location in the UK where militia in a proscribed organisation are training. We’ve got an American national with major funding at the helm. And we’ve got a British national in there with zero operational experience who thinks he’s a journalist working for a Canadian news outlet.’

‘Correct,’ Eli said. 

Milne looked genuinely angry despite his British froideur. ‘For the moment, Eli, I’m not going to get into the diplomatic issues surrounding using British nationals in this way. But let me assure you, that will come later.’ 

‘With the greatest respect, Oliver, after we both put Charlene’s evangelist on our watchlists, nothing much seems to have been achieved by either MI5 or the FBI. Or have you been holding out on me? In that same time-frame we managed to infiltrate the organisation with a credible undercover agent and we’re close to stopping what they’re doing as well as bringing them to justice. And if you’ve had the time you’ll have read this young man’s insightful and beautifully written reports. I genuinely don’t understand why you’re not thanking us.’ 

Milne looked as if Eli had punched him in the gut, but Charlene had the grace to smile. 

‘Eli has a point,’ she said. 

‘Thank you,’ Eli said. ‘I appreciate that. And the reason why I asked for this meeting is that our concern is the base and whatever is going on there.’

‘Exactly,’ Milne said. ‘We are completely – or almost completely – in the dark.’

‘What do you mean, “almost completely”?’ Eli said.

‘We’ve picked up chatter but it’s coded; the names are changed and they’re random. The only certainty we currently have is that they’re using the King James Bible as a coding book.’

‘Christ,’ Charlene said. ‘Not exactly a big help.’

‘Precisely,’ Milne responded with a wry smile. ‘Our guess is that whatever they’re planning to do will be small, choreographed and will be enhanced for social media.’

‘What about the bullshit with the red heifer?’ Eli said. ‘Our information is that there was an attempt to source one in the UK and then transport it to Israel.’

‘Our analysts think that’s either a feint or a second initiative, and by that I mean another group working in tandem with this one. But I want to emphasise that at this stage we’re guessing,’ Milne said.

‘This has to be contained,’ Charlene said. ‘My administration does not need international embarrassment at the moment, particularly anything associated with religion that can be weaponised politically.’

‘It doesn’t do much for us either,’ Eli said. ‘But I suppose that’s the whole point.’

‘In the meantime, GCHQ has good coverage, and we’re scanning sector by sector,’ Milne said. ‘No doubt your satellite is doing the same thing. Plus, we have facial recognition on motorway car passengers. Yes, this group could be holed up in some sort of underground facility. There are disused mines all around the country and we have our local people on the ground gathering data.’

Charlene continued. ‘I have to admit that what’s really hurting me is that collectively we underestimated this joker. How many times does that have to happen?’ She slammed her fist down on her table. 

Eli knew she was thinking about 9/11. It might have been history, and not even their history, but it was a core case study in all intelligence studies. The US had underestimated a well-funded, determined, and audacious adversary with world-changing consequences. Closer to home they’d made the same mistake of underestimating the enemy in 1973 and seen their fighters destroyed on the ground. It was one of those lessons that a country learns from. Never again. But then it happens anyway. Again and again and again.

‘Hey, we’ve all made mistakes, so before we go kill ourselves, let’s take a deep breath,’ Eli said, and saw Milne nod in agreement. He went on. ‘These pricks may be in an unknown location and we don’t know what their target is, but so far we know that our undercover agent, the British national, is needed by them. He may not realise who he’s working for but everything I’ve heard about him suggests that he’s a smart kid.’

‘You’re not suggesting we just have to wait for him to turn up,’ Milne said.

‘We can’t just sit here,’ Charlene said.

‘Not quite,’ Eli said. ‘In terms of targets there’s a finite number of possibilities that would give them the type of optics they crave. We’ve got our analysts on it as I’m sure both of you do too. If you’re happy with it, I’ll get our people hooked up and they can work on a shortlist.’

‘Better make it a longlist,’ Milne said. 

‘What about the upcoming G7 Finance Ministers’ meeting in Yorkshire?’ Charlene broke in. She was frowning and tapping the top of the table in her office with a fingernail. The mic was picking it up and made it sound like a nervous tattoo.

‘I acknowledge that the timing is poor,’ Milne said. ‘Among other things we’re rebuilding our bridges with Europe and that means I’ve got the Foreign Office as well as the Home Office on my back. Not to mention the Mayor of West Yorkshire who’s the best in the country at supporting her region. Everything must run smoothly, which means our security resources are going to be depleted.’

‘Would they try to attack a G meeting?’ Charlene said. 

‘Much too ambitious,’ Eli said. ‘They’ll go for a soft target.’ 

They were all quiet, only the noise of Charlene’s tapping filled the silence. Then it stopped. 

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s reconvene in twenty-four hours and see how further forward we are.’ 

The three professionals smiled tightly at each other and with the briefest of nods wound up the meeting.


Chapter 46

That same evening Eli updated Rafi over a meal in a Lebanese restaurant off Bayswater Road. It was at the shabby end of the restaurant spectrum, with plastic wood-effect panelling and chairs covered with red Dralon, but the food was good and, when requested, they even served the hummus hot. 

‘Just like Mamma made,’ Rafi said as he scooped up the beige pulp and chewed with relish.

‘Really?’ 

‘No, we were still on the kibbutz and she hated cooking. She was the kibbutz nurse so most of the time we ate in the dining hall and took cakes back to the house to eat. How about you?’

Eli thought for a moment. ‘No, mine bought hummus from the supermarket. Who makes it?’

‘They do.’ Rafi nodded towards the kitchen and helped himself to more.

‘Did you speak to Petra today? What about your feeling that she was keeping something back?’

‘Nothing conclusive,’ Rafi said, swallowing his mouthful. ‘I told her we had it all in hand. She didn’t believe me, but she knows to call me day or night if she hears from the kid. She will.’

Eli felt the phone in his inside pocket vibrate and peal the first notes of ‘Ode to Joy’. Notes that identified Gal. He sprang up, strode away from the table and walked outside the restaurant. An icy blast hit him. 

‘What?’ Eli said. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘There’s been an accident,’ Gal said in an emotionless voice. ‘I need your help.’

‘What, Doron? Has something happened to Doron? Tell me, Gal.’

‘No, no, he’s okay. It’s something else, something bad has happened.’

‘Where are you?’

‘In a phone box near my patient’s house.’ 

‘And you’re okay? If you are and there’s nothing more you can immediately do, I want you to leave that location and call me from somewhere else, ten minutes away. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ Gal said; there was a sob in her voice. Then she seemed to get herself under control again and spoke in a stronger voice. ‘I’ll call you soon.’

Eli looked at his phone for a few moments before going back inside the restaurant. A list of likely accidents swirled around his mind; it was hard to pick a favourite. He pushed opened the door and answered Rafi’s enquiring gaze with the universal sign for getting the bill and a thumb jerk towards the door. Rafi was holding a piece of pitta bread that was bent under a mound of hummus. He put it back on the plate, wiped his hands on a paper napkin and stood up.  

‘What’s up?’ 

‘Do you happen to be carrying a kolkach?’ Eli said. 

Rafi reached into his jacket pocket and extracted a plastic container, a third the size of a phone. It was clear and inside were what looked like black foam buttons.

‘Never leave home without one,’ Rafi said as he opened the box and handed the voice encrypter to Eli who pressed it precisely on the base of the phone above the power input.

The waiter bustled up with the bill. ‘Everything is okay?’ he said and looked worried at the sudden departure.

‘Perfect,’ Eli said tossing down several notes.

‘Is too much,’ the waiter said. ‘I get you change.’

‘Keep it,’ Eli said and walked out into the street with Rafi at his heels. ‘I’m not sure what we’re going to need but we’d better get some transport and maybe the level three medical kit.’

As they stood outside the restaurant, Eli updated Rafi on the brief phone call. 

‘What do you think’s happened?’ Rafi said.

‘Since we’re paid to make assumptions I think the problem is Goat. Why? Because that guy has been a barrel of trouble since the moment he came into our lives and I don’t see why that’s going to change,’ Eli said.

‘Do we need Segev? He can get the transport and I can go with you to the armoury. Might be easier if there’s two of us.’

Eli thought for a moment before he answered. ‘No, let’s keep Segev out of this. I don’t want to drag him into something that might impact his career if it goes wrong.’ 

‘That serious?’ Rafi looked unconcerned. ‘Sure you’re not overthinking the problem again?’

‘You don’t have to come with me. You also have a career.’ 

‘No chance. I’ve spent too much time in meetings lately and frankly, Eli – if this is dirty, you need me.’ 

Just then Eli’s phone trilled from an inner London number. With one hand he answered the call, and with the other he held fingers and thumb together and mouthed, ‘Wait.’

Rafi hovered.

‘You can talk freely for five to seven minutes, understood? What happened?’

‘Oh God,’ Gal said. ‘I can’t believe this is real and I just don’t know what to do.’

‘Tell me, now.’ 

‘I’m in a phone box about two kilometres from… that guy’s house. You know the one we argued about. I’ve got his wife and son in my car outside.’

‘Okay. Outside the phone box?’

‘Yes.’ 

Eli looked at Rafi and shook his head but his voice remained calm, even, devoid of emotion; it was as if he were reciting a shopping list. 

‘Tell me about the accident,’ Eli said. ‘Is someone hurt?’

Eli heard the gulp as Gal tried to speak. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Dead, I think. There was a row, she threw something, I don’t know what but she said, “kitchen”. Whatever it was, it hit him, I think he probably stumbled back, and fell… she’s not exactly clear.’

‘Okay,’ Eli said, maintaining his matter-of-fact voice. He was thinking fast as he listened to Gal’s laboured breathing. ‘Tell me, where do you usually have your therapy sessions with the family? Do you have access to that building?’

‘Yes, it’s a twenty-four-hour refuge for women and children with rooms on site for therapists and counsellors.’

‘I want you to go there, with them, and wait for me to call.’

‘Yes, Eli.’ 

‘One last question and this is important. Did she call the police? Or emergency services?’

‘No, she only called me.’

‘Are you absolutely sure?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Why didn’t she call the police?’ 

The answer came out in a tumble of fear. ‘She’s scared of the police, scared of any authority, come to that. And she’s not stupid, she knows exactly what would happen and she doesn’t want the child to be taken away from her – dumped into care while she goes through an investigation and trial. That would be a terrible, terrible, outcome for a child who’s already damaged. Eli, I can’t let it happen, I’ve got to help them, they’ve been through so much. Please… please help me to help them.’

‘Listen, I want you to take them to the therapy centre, and if anyone asks why you’re there so late say something about night terrors and children. Say you’re doing some special sleep therapy exercise. Okay? I’ll call you within ninety minutes.’

‘Thank you,’ Gal said and then she added, ‘be careful, Eli.’


Chapter 47

‘Last chance to change your mind,’ Eli said to Rafi.

‘I don’t know why you’re even asking, bro,’ Rafi said. 

The two men walked at a clip along the pavement, dodging in and around people as they headed towards the side gate at the Embassy.

‘So we’re going to need transport and we need to access the data from the box during the last two hours,’ Eli said. ‘Can you do that?’

Rafi looked at Eli. ‘No problem.’

‘We may as well know what we’re going to find when we get there. Meanwhile, my guess is that we’re going to need some hazchem suits on top of everything else.’

‘Hazchem? Are we going into an infection or radiation area?’

They were at the point of crossing the Bayswater Road. Cars rushed past, splashing through puddles; lights shone through the rain and Eli saw Rafi’s face also shining, not with rain, but with excitement.

‘I think it’ll be more like a crime scene,’ Eli said. ‘And I doubt that there are paper suits in the stores.’

‘Got it. I’ll need my plumbing kit. It’s in my locker outside the gym. I’ve got a few things in there that aren’t standard issue.’

‘I bet you have.’ 

Eli said ‘Good evening’ to the external security guard who saw their passes and waved them in. Once inside the special entrance, they went through the more intense security, the heart rate and retinal checks and more irritatingly, they had to leave their home phones in lockers before they got through the barriers.

‘We’d better make this quick,’ Eli said once they were through. ‘If you get your plumbing kit, I’ll get what we need from the armoury and anything else I can think of. See you back here in ten minutes.’

‘There are some new Berettas in the armoury, nine millimetre.’

‘Rafi…’

‘What?’

‘Let’s try not to make this situation worse than it is.’

‘Oh, come on.’ Rafi grinned and trotted off.

Eli reached the elevator and hit the buttons. Why was the damn thing taking so long? He looked up at the light that indicated where the lift was and saw it flash on and off. At this rate Rafi would have collected what he needed and Eli would still be in the lobby. Eli glanced over at the stairs and considered whether it would be faster to use them, just as the lights on the lift moved again and headed in his direction. 

Ready to pivot himself into the lift when the doors opened, Eli stepped back and saw about as unwelcome a sight as he could possibly have imagined. 

‘Ah, Eli,’ Yossi said, stepping towards him and took his arm. ‘Might you have time for a word?’ In one move, Eli removed the restraining arm and stepped into the lift and pressed the button to shut the door.

‘No, I don’t have time for a word.’ 

Yossi shoved his foot in the door of the lift to stop it closing. ‘What is it?’ he said. ‘Some daring raid that’s going to embarrass us, and by us, I mean the people who actually do the work in terms of the country?’

‘Yossi, if you don’t move your foot right now I am going to hit you. And if you want to put in an official complaint about this threat, go ahead. But you will be doing it through a broken jaw. Do you understand?’

Yossi’s polished black lace-up Oxford shoe moved from its position inside the lift door and he glared at Eli with a level of open hatred. Oddly, the venom energised Eli but he didn’t have time to wonder why. He was running through a list of what he needed; this wasn’t the time to forget anything.

He had the satisfaction of reaching the rendezvous point moments before Rafi arrived and fifteen minutes later they were in a small white van, with a window-cleaner’s ladder on the roof, negotiating traffic along Westbourne Grove.

‘Where did you get this transport?’ Eli said.

‘Same place I got the BT phone van,’ Rafi said with simple pride.

‘I don’t know how much of the budget this is costing but it’s worth every shekel. I presume it’s clean.’

‘It’s clean and it’s not costing anything, or at least not much. They belong to a leasing company who service the vans and then change the branding depending on the lease. This really is a window-cleaner’s van.’

‘I love it. Especially as we might need to do some cleaning.’

‘It’s the ladders that I’m most interested in. They might be useful.’

Eli checked his watch to see how they were progressing. If there were no hold-ups and no more dramas, they had a chance of clearing up whatever mess they might find when they got to Goat’s house. He watched the traffic up ahead and allowed himself to relax for a moment or two. Until they got to the operational site there wasn’t much to do, except – a car hooted behind them as Rafi changed lanes without indicating. 

‘You’re not on Route 6 now,’ Eli said. ‘It won’t do us any good if we get stopped. Or worse, you hit someone or someone hits you.’

‘Okay.’ They were at a traffic light and Rafi’s hands tapped a staccato on the steering wheel.

Twenty minutes later they were parked outside Bohdan’s house and Eli was scrolling through the footage downloaded from the box. The quality wasn’t terrific, but it wasn’t hard to get the gist of the action. 

Bohdan’s wife was feeding the child at the table when Bohdan came into the kitchen. He sat down and she returned to the hob where she was hovering over a saucepan. 

‘What’s that?’ Eli said and showed his phone to Rafi, who looked at the shapes being lifted out of the water with a slotted spoon. 

‘No idea. Dumplings?’ Rafi said. 

And then the row kicked off. You didn’t need to know a word of Ukrainian to understand what happened. Bohdan picked up one of the crescent-shaped dumplings with a fork, bit into it and then spat it out, right back on the plate.

His wife responded with fury, hands on her hips and she was shouting. At this the little boy slid off his chair and edged towards the door; to Eli it looked like a practised manoeuvre. The decibels increased and Bohdan stood up. He threw the plate into the sink along with his uneaten meal and was about to leave the kitchen. The wife screamed something at him. He turned and shouted back and then she picked up the mortar of a pestle and mortar set that was on the kitchen worktop and lobbed it at Bohdan with all the power of a practised shot putter.

‘Nice shot,’ Rafi said with admiration.

The mortar hit the man’s forehead and glanced off it; he held a hand to his head, took two steps back and then seemed to stumble backwards, it was impossible to see what he’d tripped on. Then he was out of frame. 

Bohdan’s wife held her hand to her mouth in shock, the child appeared at the door, and she rushed towards him and disappeared. The scene was quiet. 

The two men in the car looked at each other. Rafi was the first to speak. ‘Next time Hannah cooks pasta so long it’s like glue I’ll just keep my mouth shut and eat it.’

‘At least she didn’t chuck a knife at him,’ Eli said. ‘So no blood everywhere.’ 

‘You’re right. But that was some shot. That woman was no amateur, bet she competed at some point.’

‘Then Goat was more of a fool that we realised.’ 

‘Agreed. So, what’s the plan?’

‘We go in through the first-floor window and then if he’s dead, he goes out the window.’

‘Out the window?’ Rafi sounded perplexed.

‘Yes, the way our friends from Moscow do it. What do you think?’

‘I love it. Everything I would have expected from you. Pure genius. Let’s do it.’

Eli looked at his watch. ‘It’s going to be tight. I reckon we have about thirty minutes before rigor mortis sets in and then we won’t be able to move the body without breaking bones. Let’s go.’


Chapter 48

Eli held the ladder steady as Rafi climbed up. The front of the house was too well lit to risk entry whereas the side of the house where Eli stood was dark, street lights barely visible. Around him there was a cluster of rusty garden equipment and a broken chair. Above, Eli could just about identify Rafi’s silhouette against the night sky and as the shadow loured over him, he didn’t look quite human. Without the time to set up operational comms, Eli was left to listen to the sounds of the suburb, distant traffic, a dog barking, a baby howling in protest, mixed with the clink of tools as Rafi used his lock picking equipment.

Within minutes the first-floor side window swung open. 

‘Come up this way,’ Rafi called down to Eli. 

Eli adjusted the rucksack on his shoulders and placed his right foot on the ladder. He hadn’t done anything like this for years. As he stepped up the rungs, testing each for safety as he went, he allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction. Illegal entry was exactly the sort of activity that Yossi meant when he talked about behaviour designed to embarrass the cadre of starched-up diplomats. The awareness lent Eli’s ascent a certain sweetness.

Rafi was already inside the building but leaned out of the window to steady the ladder. As soon as Eli was at the top he supported his shoulder and arm in a practised grip and helped him over the windowsill. Then, together, they pulled the ladder up, retracted it and laid it on the floor away from the window. 

‘I’ve set up our op hub,’ Rafi said and gestured towards a space at the top of the landing outside a bedroom, away from the stairs. Near enough to access, far enough away not to trip over in the dark. From his rucksack Rafi laid out plastic sheeting and emptied the contents of both rucksacks, lining up the tools.

‘Do you think we really need the suits?’ Eli said. 

‘Probably not but since we’ve got them…’

‘Getting cautious in your old age?’ Eli picked up one of the folded hazchem suits, opened it up and stepped into the first leg. ‘Never thought I’d see that day.’

In the darkness, Eli found the zipper, and the latex gloves that were in the pocket. ‘Ready,’ he said. He looked across at Rafi who was following suit and adjusting the face mask to make sure that they minimised any residue of their DNA. 

In the clumsy elasticated shoe protectors they padded down the stairs in the dark, careful to avoid tripping over the pile of washing that rested at the bottom. They only came unstuck between the stairs and the kitchen door when Rafi crunched down on a plastic toy.

Rafi kicked the remains of the toy out of the way.

‘Good thing we suited up,’ Eli said.

‘What did I tell you?’ Rafi said. 

‘It was one of my better ideas.’ 

They saw Bohdan’s body from the hallway because the light was still on. He was on the floor, by the side of the table. Rafi knelt and checked for signs of life while Eli looked around at the scene, at the plate in the sink where Bohdan had dumped his unwanted food, at the signs of a meal that had been interrupted. 

‘This is about as good as it can be,’ Eli said. 

‘And he’s about as dead as he can be.’ Rafi stood up.

Despite having recruited and worked with Bohdan, Eli felt nothing in the presence of the dead human being. He was just a problem to be solved. 

‘The stairs are narrow,’ Eli said, ‘and he’s too heavy for just one of us. You take shoulders and go backwards, I’ll take legs.’

Rafi hoicked up the body under his arms, while Eli stretched forward and held him under the legs and they began to manoeuvre their way towards the stairs. 

‘Too bad he didn’t go on a diet before he died,’ Eli said.

He was starting to stiffen from rigor mortis so when they went around the base of the staircase they had to go straight. 

‘I’ve done a few operations in my time but this is one of the craziest,’ Rafi said. ‘Hikon, hachen, tze, Prepare, get ready, go.’

Step by step they carried Bohdan’s body up the stairs, kicking over the pile of laundry as they went. 

‘We should have moved the washing,’ Rafi said.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Eli panted. The bastard was heavier than he thought and his arms were aching. 

But it was Rafi who tripped and dropped Bohdan and both of them heard the thud as the dead agent’s head hit the thinly carpeted floor. 

Rafi leaned against the wall and looked at Eli who had just dropped the legs. 

‘This is cool,’ Rafi said, ‘and good to share with you.’

‘It’ll be less cool if we get caught. Come on, let’s lift the bastard for the finale of this episode. Hikon, hachen, tze.’ 

Eli was trying not to laugh but there was a gurgle under his panting as they shuffled along the narrow hallway in the direction of the open window. Once there, they laid Bohdan on the floor while they repacked the rucksacks. This was the most delicate part of the operation. Rafi put on night vision goggles and leaned out of the window before lowering the ladder to the ground. 

‘We really should have rehearsed this,’ Rafi said. 

‘We didn’t have time. He’s already stiffening, look at his neck.’

‘If he knocks the ladder over when we drop him we’ll be fucked.’

‘No, we won’t,’ Eli said. ‘We’ll just go out of the front door and run like hell. Come on, achi. Let’s do this.’

Once again, they manhandled Bohdan’s body and got the dead agent into a vertical position. As Eli’s head was close to the man’s armpit, he smelled his last day’s sweat. It was rank. 

Ahead, the window was open as wide as possible, at eighty degrees, not great but it was good enough; they edged the corpse to the window head first, easing the body over the edge, positioning it away from the ladder yet still holding on to him. 

They aimed the body at a rake. ‘Ready?’ Eli said. 

Rafi nodded.

‘Hikon, hachen, tze. Prepare, get ready, go.’

Bohdan’s corpse dropped out of the window and landed below them with a thud.

The mopping up element of an operation was always the most dangerous; it was the time when a plan could unravel in an instant. An entire module on the training course studied the danger hour after action. Eli remembered the old-timers talking to the recruits about their mistakes when he was in the cohort: the drop of blood on a pillow after a negative treatment; a bag of kit left at the site; a getaway car stopped for speeding; killing the wrong target. All avoidable, all disastrous. 

Danger hour was the time to keep cool and check everything. 

As Goat’s body tumbled into the darkness, Eli stayed by the window and listened to see if a light was switched on in one of the neighbouring houses or a curtain twitched anywhere. Meanwhile, Rafi packed up the kit. Eli inspected the site with his torch to ensure that nothing was left behind. 

Once they were ready to go, the ladder was eased down over the windowsill so they could leave the house, the way they came; with a difference. They had to be careful to avoid Goat’s twisted body in the alley.  

In an attempt to avoid contamination at the site, they were still wearing their hazchem suits and shoe coverings. That meant going down was much harder than going up; on his shoulders Eli had the rucksack with the kit and the shoe covers made his grip on the rungs less stable. Despite the night air being cold, Eli was hot inside his hazchem suit. All the elation he’d felt when Goat’s body had fallen seeped away. 

And they were far from being in the clear. 

When Eli reached the bottom he held the ladder steady for Rafi and when both men were on the ground they silently shucked off the hazchem suits but retained the foot coverings. It was a gamble, two men in hazchem suits would have any neighbourhood WhatsApp group pinging. The ladder was another gamble but they couldn’t leave it behind.

They walked in silence to the van. Each step increased the risk of detection. There was a movement, a rustle in a hedge and Eli paused on one leg; a fox darted in front of them and slunk across the road, low to the ground, like them, just like them. 

‘We’ve still got to put the data box back,’ Rafi said.

‘I know, I know. But not before you’ve wiped it clean.’

They’d reached the van and, with relief, Eli opened the door and tossed in the rucksack while Rafi strapped the ladder to the roof. Eli turned the ignition before Rafi took his place by his side and as soon as they were strapped in, he nosed the van out of the cul-de-sac while Rafi opened his laptop and plugged in the box. The light from the screen illuminated his face as he opened the memory and deleted files.

‘Good thing I’ve been watching Segev and Michael,’ Rafi muttered to himself. ‘Thought I was past it, did they? There, there and… there.’

‘Done?’ 

‘Nearly. What’s our cover story if there’s a patrol car passing by?’

‘Finish this and we won’t need one.’ 

‘How about we’re both married but we’re having an affair?’ Rafi said and looked up from the laptop and winked at Eli. 

‘Why don’t you stop messing about and get on with it?’.

‘It’s done, let’s go.’ Rafi closed the laptop and Eli was already in gear and nosing the van towards the phone box. ‘Bro, I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you to wind up,’ Rafi said. ‘By the way, have you thought about what we say to Yuval?’

‘We can’t say anything until we see him in person. And maybe not even then.’ 

‘I see,’ Rafi said. Eli felt his eyes on him but concentrated on the road ahead. ‘So Mr Rules and Regulations really is breaking out.’

‘Let’s just get through the next twenty-four hours without being sent home on the shame plane and then work it out? Now shut up for five minutes; we still have to put the box back,’ Eli said as he pulled up ten metres from the phone box. ‘Change seats.’

Eli jumped out of the van with a renewed sense of energy; they were on the last leg of the danger hour. In one pocket Eli had the box and in the other a small paint spray can; the final touch.  

When they reached the phone box Eli knelt as if to tie up his trainers if anyone was looking; all was quiet. Then he slotted the device back into its holder. To the untrained eye it looked like any grey junction box. 

Eli started, he heard a noise behind him, stealthy, quiet, he turned.

‘Go back to the van,’ Eli hissed. 

‘Come on, you can’t keep the best part to yourself.’ Rafi was standing over him. ‘Anyway, you forgot your gloves,’ he said holding out a pair of latex gloves. 

Eli glared at Rafi for a second and then snatched the gloves. ‘You take the inside, I’ll do the outside and no swastikas.’ 

‘You know, I’ve always wanted to do this,’ Rafi said as he took the top off the paint spray can and a sharp smell hit them while the hiss of the aerosol filled the night. He sprayed red randomly over the phone itself and then was absorbed drawing some shapes on the glass. Meanwhile, Eli had kicked the reinstalled box hard so it was now loose on its hinge and hanging open, circuit board and innards exposed. Then he sprayed a zigzag trail of thick purple around the box and onto the now cracked device itself.

Their work took no more than thirty seconds and they jogged back towards the van. Eli took one last glance before sliding into the passenger seat where Rafi had prepared a waste bag for the canisters and gloves. 

The phone box looked vandalised. But what was that? What had Rafi written on the side of the phone box in red? Eli squinted in the dark. There was a heart and two letters: D T Rules. 

Rafi was already in the van, smiling. 

‘What the hell’s that? D T?’

Rafi turned the ignition. ‘Dream Team, Eli, what else?’

‘Idiot.’ 

The van started to move away. They’d done it, he and Rafi were ninety-five per cent in the clear. By smashing the data box and deleting its contents, only they knew that Bohdan’s wife had murdered him.

Eli felt the post-operational rush; he tried to quell it, to stay in his place as the methodical double-checker. But failed. 

Eli took out his phone.

‘Shut up while I phone Gal and tell her to take her protégée home. But you’re right, Rafi. Regretfully, I have to admit that we’re a good team.’


Part Four

TRUST


‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding.’ 

—Proverbs 3: 5-6

‘Even loss and betrayal can bring us awakening.’

—Buddha



Chapter 49

Ever since Petra had received the email from Tom to say he’d gone to some sort of training camp with the 91 Group she’d been glued to her phone, day and night. There was no way that she going to miss a call from him with the knowledge that making that call would be dangerous. Twice a day, like clockwork, Rafi messaged her on the work phone for an update; an update about nothing and the rest of her days she worked out on her punch bag and went for runs but only before dawn or after dark to avoid Sandie. Night was when she watched TV and spent hours trying not to imagine what might have happened to him. 

After yet another sleepless night followed by a frustrating day, Petra decided to go to Tom’s flat to see if he’d left any clues to his destination; she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before. Even if it was pointless at least it would give her something to do. And if he had left something behind she’d have precious information as to his whereabouts. 

At half past nine that night, Petra slid into her BMW hybrid and nosed the car out of the tight space in front of her cottage. It was hard to believe that though it was still early no one was about. In this Surrey village, it was clearly time to sleep.  

Petra’s car was silent as it stole along the dark road. The only sound was the scream of a bird on the village pond, hunted by predators, shrieking an alarm. 

It would take Petra forty minutes to drive to Tom’s flat. Perhaps afterwards she might be able to sleep. As she stopped at a red traffic light and exhaled some of the heaviness in her body, the display on the dashboard lit up. An incoming call. A number that she didn’t recognise. She pressed the button on her steering wheel and Tom’s voice filled the car.

‘Hey, hey, I’m okay,’ Tom said. ‘But I haven’t got much time.’

The light changed and Petra cut up the driver in front of her and swerved into a bus stop. 

‘Where are you?’ she scrambled for the pen and notepad that she kept in the glove box. 

‘Herefordshire. In a callbox outside the pub. I’ve left something for you in a blue plastic bag on a tree to the right of an information board in Vinnalls Car Park, Mortimer Forest.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Petra said as she scribbled down the names.

‘The bag looks like a dog poo bag. It’ll be there for a day or so before someone chucks it away. We train there,’ Tom said, as if that was enough explanation. 

He sounded stoked.

‘And you’re okay?’ 

‘Yep, yep, on top of it. Gotta go. The notes in the bag will get you up to speed but it’s a totally crazy story! Be sure to tell Greg, this is an award winner!’

Tom rang off leaving Petra sitting in her car in the bus stop, on Putney High Street. Other cars trundled by, their lights probed the darkness. Coming back from work, coming back to love. While Tom was somewhere in Herefordshire with a bunch of people, faking who he really was, not realising just how dangerous they were. 

Forty-eight hours had passed since Rafi and Eli had dropped Bohdan’s body out of the first-floor window and so far the situation was as good as it could be. Eli was hesitant to say all was well because he didn’t want to tempt fate, but to date, there was no fall-out. Katerina had been taken home by Gal after the sleep therapy session. Her husband was absent but it wasn’t until daylight that he was discovered by her neighbour in the alley by the side of the house. By then, after a night outside, rigor mortis had been and gone and it would be harder for a pathologist to be pin-point accurate about the time of death. Moreover, Bohdan’s job, his clearance status, and the manner of his death – falling out of a first-floor window – signalled Russian involvement. Yet another one to add to the long list of deaths laid at their door. 

The crime desks of the red tops snatched at the story, and the fact that the Russian ambassador issued an outraged denial was seen to confirm it. All that Eli hoped was that Bohdan’s death didn’t kick off a diplomatic incident but so far, although the waters were choppy, there was no political tsunami. He hadn’t heard from Nicolai but reckoned he was fire-fighting – serve the bastard right.

As for Gal, their unfinished business remained unfinished. She was now back home but Eli had decamped to the spare room; he said that he would be getting home late and leaving early so didn’t want to disturb her. It was more that he didn’t want Gal to disturb him until the operational situation was settled. What he’d done with Rafi was an act that, if ever discovered, could end his career; it was the exactly the type of diplomatic mess that would lead to multiple expulsions and priority seating on the shame plane back home. Until Eli was sure about the immediate future, he didn’t want to deal with their relationship issues. 

Yet to outside appearances they were back together again and that evening they hosted a Chanukah party. The kitchen table was loaded with food: latkes, doughnuts, aubergine dip, hummus, home-made pickles, nuts, olives, steaks, arayes, chicken kebabs, salads, and the team were loading up their plates for seconds. People chatted and there was a pleasant buzz in the apartment of laughter and conversation, but Eli was on alert. He noticed the moment when Rafi put down his plate, reached for his phone and walked out of the kitchen into the hall. 

Was this the call Eli had been dreading? The news that Bohdan’s disruptive influence extended beyond the grave? 

‘Great party.’ Nathan was at his elbow. ‘That hummus is nearly as good as Abou Markovitch, back home.’

‘Pleased you like it,’ Eli said. He sipped at his beer and watched the door to the hall, waiting for Rafi to come back inside.

‘Can I talk to you about something?’ Nathan said.

‘No, it’s a party. Wait until tomorrow.’ Eli walked away towards the hall and saw that Rafi was just pocketing his phone.

‘What’s up?’ Eli said. ‘Any problems I don’t want to hear about?’

‘That was Trainer.’ Rafi used Petra’s work name. ‘The kid’s surfaced, he’s somewhere a few hours from London and he’s left her a report to be picked up by us.’

‘Good,’ Eli said, relieved that it had nothing to do with Bohdan. ‘Take Segev and the tech truck, you may need him.’

‘What about you? Or Adam? The boy knows Adam as his publisher.’

‘You can handle him without Adam. I need Adam here in case of any Goat fall-out.’

‘Fall-out?’ Rafi winked. ‘Or fall-down?’

Eli ignored the comment. ‘Adam was working Goat; they’re bound to want him to write a report.’

‘Understood. Even though you might miss some action.’

‘I’ve had enough action for the time being. You know I appreciate what you did.’

Rafi laid his hand on Eli’s shoulder. ‘This might not be the right time to say this achi, but one day, if I’m in trouble, I might just ask you to return the favour.’


Chapter 50

Petra was awake and ready to go to Herefordshire long before she climbed onto the front seat of the white van and strapped herself in next to Rafi. To her relief Segev was driving and he handled the large vehicle with the assuredness and concentration of a driver with years of experience. It was the polar opposite of Rafi’s driving style which involved skittering from lane to lane plus random braking and accelerating. By contrast, Segev’s steady progress along the M40 and up the M5 gave Petra time to continue the work of her sleepless night and worry about Tom. 

It took more than three hours to get to Mortimer Forest and by the time the tech truck was settling into a parking spot in the car park, Petra had finished worrying and was prepared for the likelihood that Tom’s message would no longer be hanging in a poo bag on a tree. Chances are it had been cleared away by some local busybody. But at least no one would have opened the bloody thing so Tom had made a good choice. 

Dressed in hiking gear, with steel-tipped walking boots and a rucksack on her shoulder, Petra slipped out of the truck and strolled over to the information board that showed a map as well as some of the flora and fauna that might be seen in the forest. A couple with a dog approached.

‘Lovely day,’ the woman said. ‘At last the rain has stopped.’

‘Great,’ Petra replied, not making eye contact. She wasn’t about to be drawn into conversation. They moved off and Petra was free to look around her.

And there it was. 

God bless Tom.

Dangling on the end of a branch. A blue plastic bag. Turning towards the truck, Petra could see the silhouette of Rafi watching. She gave a small nod, glanced around to make sure there was no one about and walked towards the tree. As she walked past she lifted the bag and pocketed it. The bag was wet and cold from hanging out all night, but she could feel something inside as she brushed her hand against it. There were a couple of stones and a square of folded paper. 

Back at the truck Segev had started the engine. Rafi opened the door and in she climbed. 

‘Where are we going?’ Petra reached inside her pocket.

‘Travelodge,’ Rafi said. ‘Nothing but the best for us.’

Petra made no comment, she was busy undoing the plastic bag. She extracted the piece of paper that had been folded over and over into a five centimetre square. She opened it, spread out the square on her lap and as the truck sped along she read Tom’s letter.


Hi

Hope you get this if you don’t I’ll try again in two days.


‘What does he say?’ Rafi said, looking over her shoulder at the cramped writing. 

‘Give me five minutes to read it, okay? I can’t read it any faster with you blocking the light.’


I’m safe and I’m trusted. Jarvis calls me his secret weapon because of the work I’m doing on this film of his. There’s a LOT going on and sometimes it’s hard to know what’s real and what isn’t but with the access I’ve got, I’m getting to the heart of what they’re doing and why. I’m making notes 


‘Shit,’ Petra said.

‘What?’ Rafi said.

‘He’s writing stuff down for his investigative book. He sounds like Biggles.’

‘Who’s Biggles?’ 

‘Never mind.’


For example, Jarvis asked me to look at the Isis footage as a possible stylistic model. He’s impressed how they used black and white gear for their guys and dressed up their victims in orange. He talks a lot about the symbolism of colour and is well-read for someone who comes from rural Wyoming. There are only about 6 people here at any one time but in the footage we’re shooting we’ve managed to make it look like more. Jarvis has either worked on a film or he’s read a lot. I suspect the latter as he likes to quote William Goldman, ‘nobody knows anything’, juxtaposed with Goering’s ‘if you’re going to lie, lie big’. He’s an interesting character.

We’re staying on a farm in caravans and huts used by crop pickers in the summer. It’s basic to say the least but it’s clean and well organised and that’s being done by one of Jarvis’s side-kicks. He calls himself Doug. He’s not nuts about me and there’s a bit of a power play going on.

There’s training every day first thing, no alcohol on site and strict discipline. Poor Keith got a hiding from Doug for slacking off on a run. I’ve now asked Jarvis to let me have him on the film team because he’s really not fit enough for the hardcore stuff. They do the runs with rucksacks full of rocks and chant crap slogans. 

I haven’t seen much in the way of arms, there’s been some target practice but it’s blanks and hunting guns and of course, lots of knives. They can still hurt people but I haven’t seen much in the way of real military equipment. Having said that, there’s one hut near Jarvis’s caravan that I haven’t had any access to. Jarvis has Doug and the other Americans on it around the clock and Jarvis talks a lot about using drones and AI, and what he wants to do in Megido, this place in Israel where the apocalypse is going to start. That’s the place he wants to take the cow to – the red heifer that’s going to be sacrificed to bring about Armageddon. The religious stuff is off the wall, at least it is to me and as I said, it’s hard to know how much of it Jarvis believes himself. That’s my observation, anyway. 

He gets emotional when he talks about the word of Christ and what Christ has told him to do, but then shows a cold and pragmatic side. The way I see my book at the moment is a series of interviews with people, looking at their background and views, trying to understand how they’ve reached the point of planning this type of political insurrection. They genuinely feel beleaguered and that the world is against them so they have no choice. There’s lots of Churchillian references and underdog fight-back talk. Those are their reference points.

In the meantime, as I said, I’m safe and okay. Because I’m trusted, one of my responsibilities is to go to the community store in the village and get anything they’ve run out of. If you leave a message behind the tinned kumquats – there’s dust on the tin, it’s been there for years – I’ll pick it up next time I’m there. I’m usually there around 3pm, give or take.

We’re going to have a lot to talk about when we meet, Petra.

T


They were in the car park of the Travelodge and Segev was easing the tech truck into a bay. Wordlessly, Petra handed the letter to Rafi and he squinted over it in the early afternoon darkness. 

Rafi handed it back to Petra. ‘Summarise.’

‘He’s not dead yet,’ Petra said. ‘But there’s not enough detail to be useful. We’re going to have to brief him, otherwise there’s no point in him being there.’


Chapter 50

‘Where’s Segev?’ Petra said. ‘Doesn’t he eat?’

They’d checked into the Travelodge in Ludlow, an anodyne building with good parking and disinterested staff and had gone in search of food. They’d found it in a pub.

‘He’ll grab something,’ Rafi said as they sat down at a table for two by the wood burner fire. It was giving off heat, welcome on the damp evening. ‘He’s got some work to do in the tech truck.’

Petra looked at the laminated menu and glanced up at the specials scrawled on the oval mirror above the fire.

‘Like what?’ she said. She was hungry and her mind was still running over the letter from Tom. Rafi had now read it and was sanguine; he insisted that all they needed to do was get the precise location of the so-called training camp on the farm and pass the information on to MI5. 

‘What’s Segev doing?’ Petra repeated.

‘He’s preparing a tracker,’ Rafi said. ‘I’m going to have salmon; you know you have the best salmon in this country.’

Petra put in the order for salmon and a steak, medium rare, for herself, and settled back in the cushioned seat, sipping a gin and tonic. 

‘I just think Tom’s wet behind the ears, he doesn’t know what he’s getting into,’ Petra said.

‘What does wet behind the ears mean?’

‘Naive and inexperienced.’

‘Petra, he’s twenty-two years old. You’re over-reacting.’

‘I still think he’s a kid and they’re dangerous people.’

‘Which is why he gets the tracker and MI5 shut the thing down before 91 does anything else.’ Rafi glanced at his phone that was by his side. He gestured towards it. ‘Eli explained it all to me. They are a prohibited organisation. Not legal in this country. And not legal because they have uniforms. You can’t do that here. And there’s an interesting thing.’

‘Really,’ said Petra with no interest in her voice.

‘You know, I wish you didn’t underrate me. There’s only so much my poor heart can take.’

‘I wish you’d shut up.’ 

‘Not before I tell you about something I learned from Eli about this organisation. The reason why it’s illegal to be a paramilitary organisation in the UK is because of the Jews.’ 

‘What, because they control parliament and the media and government via a secret cabal?’ Petra signalled to the server and tapped the side of her gin and tonic. A second one was appealing.

‘No, because there was an anti-Semitic march in the 1930s. They dressed themselves up like Mussolini’s Black Shirts, like an army, and marched through the area where the Jews lived, to try to stir up trouble.’

‘You mean, Cable Street.’

‘And afterwards the government passed an act and paramilitary uniforms were banned. You see,’ Rafi said, ‘I’m full of surprises.’

‘I’m blown away.’ 

Their food had arrived, along with Petra’s second gin and tonic. Petra looked at Rafi as he set to work on his fish. She’d known Rafi for fifteen or so years, from when he was around the same age as Tom or Segev, and she was only a little older. He knew her in a way that Matt never would and he didn’t seem to want from her what Matt had demanded. Sometimes, perhaps most times, all one wanted was smooth skin, taut muscles, warmth, and no complications.

‘How’s your food?’ Petra said. ‘Is it really delicious?’

Rafi looked up, head to one side. She could see that he’d noticed the change in her voice, the warmer tone. He was smart like that. His eyes held her own for a long beat. 

‘I think I’m going to like this place,’ he said.

Petra smiled back. ‘Yes, I think you will.’

Dusk was falling, schoolchildren were home at their tea, and, for the moment, there was no one else in the small street. Outside a corner shop, Petra and Rafi hovered and read the notices pasted to the window: a yoga class, a visiting hairdresser, and invitations to volunteer to support the community. 

They went inside and Petra saw a hotch-potch of products, functional mostly, with a nod to local artisans. Petra noticed some homemade candles, no doubt cooked up in a kitchen by someone in the village. 

This was the second time that day Petra and Rafi had been in the shop. The first time, they’d made contact with the garrulous woman behind the till, they’d portrayed themselves as hikers charmed by the village and got a recommendation from her for a holiday let just around the corner. It was a vacant terraced cottage, unused since the summer and a perfect location to debrief Tom. While Segev set up some remote comms between cottage and tech truck, Petra and Rafi sat in the pub and drew an annotated diagram of the shop as part of their prep. Rafi was keen on diagrams, Petra recalled as Rafi covered a piece of paper with circles, arrows and crosses even going to the length of the external location for the tech truck along the route to the safe house. Inside the shop their focus was going to be A, the chill cabinet at the end of the shop, as far away as possible from B, the till, even though they’d noted C, the camera, positioned in the corner. 

‘The situation’s not perfect,’ Rafi had said. ‘But I’m sure we can manage a contact with Tom.’

Now it was time for action.

While Petra chatted by the till and enthused to Daisy, the shopkeeper, saying how charmed they were by the accommodation in the run-down terraced cottage, gushing about the open fire, the cosy sitting room and the view of sheep on the hillside, Rafi drifted around the shop and loaded up on coffee and one of the misshapen candles with its homemade price tag.

‘This is such a beautiful shop,’ Rafi said with the same sleepy smile that Petra had seen him use on her neighbour, Sandie. Daisy’s reaction was even more marked. It was like watching someone’s face as they slid into a hot bath after a tough day. 

Petra kept up the chat with Daisy and scanned the street, Rafi mooched around the aisles and disabled the camera. Daisy was talking about chutney when Petra spotted Tom on the other side of the road, about to cross towards the shop. He was thin, but he looked fine. 

‘All I need to do now,’ Petra said to Daisy, ‘is pick up a few more things for our dinner tonight.’

‘What would you be looking for?’ Daisy said. ‘There’s sausages in the chill cabinet fresh from a local farmer. My Bill always likes those.’

‘I’m sure my husband will also like them, won’t you?’ Petra addressed the comment to Rafi, now by the chill cabinet, below the camera. Petra drifted down the aisle towards him. Behind her she heard the ping of the door as it opened and Daisy’s cheery, ‘Hello, my lovely,’ followed by Tom’s ‘Hello, grand to see you.’

‘Would it be your usual order?’

‘Yes, and I’ll see if there’s anything else we’ll be needing,’ Tom said.

As Tom drew closer, Petra stood clasping a packet of sausages. His smile was broad, he looked different, older.

‘Best sausages in the district,’ Tom said to Petra.

As soon as Tom was by the chill cabinet, Petra said, ‘We need to talk about your report. It needs to be more specific, more detail, numbers of people, who they are and all the locations on the site.’

‘I can probably tell you that stuff now,’ Tom said. 

‘We’ve got somewhere a bit more private,’ Petra said. ‘It’s round the corner, address on the first packet of Quaker Oats.’

‘Have you found the sausages?’ Daisy’s voice chimed from the front of the store. ‘I’ll come and show you.’

‘We’re okay, thanks,’ Petra said and glanced at Rafi.

Rafi nodded back at her and Petra saw him glance up at the circular mirror and at the now disabled camera that had surveyed this area of the store. He was right behind Tom while Daisy had left the till to lumber down the aisle to help them find the sausages.

‘Best sausages in the district, you say?’ Rafi said. He reached out as if to grasp the packet that was in Petra’s hand, stiffened, and then said, ‘Wasp!’

His hand shot out to the back of Tom’s neck. It was almost too quick for the eye to see but Petra saw Tom reach up to his neck where there was now a red mark as if he’d been stung. Tom spun round and looked confused.

‘Sorry, I hope I didn’t hurt you,’ Rafi said. ‘There was a wasp on your neck.’

‘No…no… that’s okay.’ Tom said feeling his neck. 

Rafi walked towards the door and went outside, as if he was getting rid of the wasp, getting rid of the evidence and after a moment, he came back in.

‘Dead,’ he said. 

Daisy was nearly on top of them. ‘Everything okay?’ 

‘I think this young man has been stung by a wasp,’ Petra said.

‘In December?’ Daisy said. ‘I hope we don’t have a nest. That’d be a proper nuisance.’

‘See you at the location,’ Petra whispered to Tom. Then in a louder voice to Daisy, ‘It looks okay; I think my husband got the wasp sting. He’s good at that sort of thing.’

Petra led Rafi to the till, paid for the food, and together they exited. 

‘Not exactly perfect,’ Petra said to Rafi as they strolled along for all the world like a couple of tourist hikers enjoying the village.

‘No, but at least we’ve got the tracker on him.’

‘Yeah, if he doesn’t scratch it out.’ 

‘It’ll be fine, I got the fleshy part of his neck.’

‘I realise it’s a bit late to ask but it’s not going to hurt him, is it?’

‘These subcutaneous trackers are beautiful,’ Rafi said. ‘It’ll break down and be absorbed into his system and after twenty-four hours there will be no trace of it at all. Amazing piece of technology.’ 

Along the street towards the car park, it looked as if they were pausing to admire window boxes; they were trying to give Tom as much time as possible to catch up with them. 

‘Now we just need to brief him to do something useful,’ Petra said. 

They were within sight of the tech truck when Rafi said, ‘Eyes on him, twenty metres.’

‘What’s he doing?’ Petra said. ‘He’s supposed to meet us at the safe house.’

When Tom drew closer Rafi knelt to the ground and made a show of tying the laces on his trainers.

‘What did Zoran just do?’ Tom said when he drew abreast of Petra. ‘What did he just do in the shop? That wasn’t a wasp sting.’

‘Go to the rendezvous, Tom. We can’t talk here,’ she hissed. And then, louder, ‘Sorry we’re tourists.’ Then she turned towards Rafi and said, ‘Darling, we forgot to get milk, come on.’ They headed away from Tom and back to the shop. 

‘But I have to meet Keith and go back to the camp,’ Tom said. ‘He’s picking up pizzas from the van by the church.’

‘Then go and meet him – we’ll try again tomorrow,’ Petra said.

Tom was still hovering, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. 

‘Tom, we can’t talk in the street.’ Petra looked over Tom’s shoulder at a shape coming round the corner. ‘Christ, is that Keith?’

Through the gloom of early evening, Petra made out what looked like Keith. He had a pile of pizza boxes and was heading straight towards them. It would only be moments before he saw the group and if they broke into a run, it would draw attention to themselves.

‘Keith came with me to get the pizzas,’ Tom said.

‘We can see that,’ Rafi said with maddening calm. ‘Keep walking. We cross the road and walk away, down that lane to the right, fifty metres. Get in front of me, Tom. And do not run.’

Rafi pulled out his phone and flicked his thumb across the pad before pocketing it. He must have signalled Segev. Petra knew exactly where the lane was. It was where they’d parked the tech truck. The quietest street in the village. Why on earth was Rafi guiding Tom there? In silence they kept up a steady pace, crossed the road, not looking behind. They were at the corner of the lane. They turned. 

‘Now, run like hell,’ Rafi said. 

Tom glanced around as if to confirm. 

‘Go on,’ Petra said and they ran. 

Up ahead Segev was standing by the tech truck with the doors open. Tom reached it first, followed by Petra. Rafi was a metre behind.

‘In,’ Rafi said. ‘Now. We’ve got no choice.’

Tom scrambled inside and Petra saw his eyes widen. Segev was now at the wheel of the truck. ‘Go. Now,’ Rafi commanded, getting in beside him. As the truck started to move out of its spot, Rafi looked at Petra. ‘No choice,’ he said in an undervoice, answering the question in her eyes. ‘He was blown the moment he followed us onto the street. Totally blown.’

On one of the screens they saw Keith trudge along the darkened village street, still apparently searching for Tom. Meanwhile, Tom was looking around him. ‘What sort of publisher has this equipment? This is government, isn’t it?’

There was silence between the occupants of the truck. Only the sound of the engine, and a steady beep from one of the screens which was already monitoring Tom’s tracker. 

‘You were in danger,’ Rafi said. ‘That’s all you need to know.’

‘I think you’re Israelis,’ Tom said, looking at Petra. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for a while and when I read the—’

Petra interrupted to stop him mentioning the journal translation in front of Rafi. ‘That’s completely irrelevant and nothing to do with this.’

‘I don’t think it is. You’ve got some explaining to do,’ Tom said.

‘Tom, listen to me, you can be a journalist. You can even write this story – at some point – but you needed a job and we needed someone with your skills. Simple as that. So what if it is bloody Israel?’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’.

‘Would you have done it if I’d told you it was Israel? I didn’t believe you would have agreed to help if you’d known who you were helping. Was I wrong?’

‘Possible.’ 

‘And you got a nice flat out of it, a salary and some work experience,’ Rafi said.

‘Zoran, the Kurdish refugee.’ Tom shook his head. ‘Petra, you encouraged me to help 91 beat someone up.’

‘No, that’s not true. I did not do that.’ 

‘You made it better; you said it was okay to do that in the circumstances. You made out that it was part of being a journalist.’

‘Get a grip, Tom,’ Petra said. ‘I was trying to make you feel okay about something awful.’

‘Thanks.’ Tom’s voice was heavy with sarcasm.

She shrugged. ‘Life’s full of disappointments. But now that you’re out of danger, you can tell us exactly where the group is located and what they’re planning. We tell MI5 and job done.’

‘But I don’t know what they’re planning.’ 

From the front seat, Rafi turned around. ‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’

‘Exactly what I just said.’ Tom sounded tetchy. ‘Jarvis might trust me but Doug, his goon, doesn’t. There’s one barn that’s completely out of bounds. Keith said there’d been a delivery of boxes a week or so ago, by an Eastern European he thought, but I don’t think Keith would know an Eastern European from anybody else.’

‘You’ll still give us the location and the British experts can get on with it,’ Rafi said. ‘You’ll probably get a medal.’ 

‘No,’ Tom said. ‘I’m going back to finish the story and you’re part of it.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Petra said. ‘You’ve been compromised, you were supposed to meet Keith and you disappeared. That means that Jarvis and his group are going to be suspicious. If they beat up a kebab shop owner for fun, what do you think they’ll do to someone they think is a traitor?’ 

‘Jarvis needs me. He trusts me.’

‘Doug doesn’t. You said so yourself.’

‘I can talk my way out of it.’

‘Even if you could,’ Petra said, ‘as soon as we pass on the information about the location it will be raided by British security forces. Do you want to take your story all the way into prison with the group? A conviction isn’t going to be a good look on your CV, is it?’

‘I wouldn’t be convicted.’

‘Tom, listen to me, it’s over,’ Petra said. ‘We’re going back to London and you’re coming with us. When we get there we’ll talk with our bosses about a way forward for you, but as far as you’re concerned in terms of this particular operation, that’s it. It’s over.’

Tom looked beaten. He said nothing for a few moments, then he looked up, from Petra to Rafi and back again and nodded his compliance.


Chapter 51

There was no need to go back to the Travelodge because their overnight kit was stashed in the truck; all they had to do was settle down for the long drive south.

It took forty-five minutes to reach the M40 and rain impeded their progress. The windscreen wipers swept back and forth as the rain hammered on the roof of the truck, as if trying to penetrate the metal shell. Segev leaned forward, closer to the windscreen, peering through the deluge and manoeuvring around the heaviest wash on the road ahead. Meanwhile, Rafi held a rapid, slang-spattered conversation over the phone with someone that Petra guessed was Eli. All this gave her time to consider what Tom had said and what he hadn’t said. He’d said nothing about the journal translation. Why? Maybe he didn’t realise how important it was to her. Tom remained quiet and he even seemed to be dozing at as the truck thrummed along the motorway.

Only for a moment did Petra allow herself to feel aggrieved by what Tom had said about lying to him. It was the job. But was that why she was struggling to have a relationship with Matt and found it easier to slide into bed with Rafi because there was no sense of commitment? Because, for at least that moment, when they were having sex, she didn’t have to lie. It wasn’t a comfortable thought so she pushed it aside. 

Rafi had finished his call to Eli and was talking to Segev in Hebrew while flicking between music channels.

Tom stirred. ‘You okay?’ Petra said to him.

‘Yeah. Disappointed, I must admit, and I screwed up by following you down the street, didn’t I?’

‘Just a bit.’ 

‘I guessed, you know, I guessed when I finished the translation. And I also guessed that it was something that you were doing on your own. Am I right?’

Petra glanced to the front of the truck. Rafi was preoccupied talking to Segev.

‘Yes,’ Petra said. ‘But we can’t talk about it now.’

‘Okay, I get it. This time. When we get back. By the way, you were right about one thing.’ 

‘What’s that?’ 

‘The little safe you made. I put the documents there. Very convenient.’

He gestured to take in the innards of the truck with its flashing lights, beeping and screens. ‘You know, even though I guessed, this was a shock. I’m still processing it.’

‘Listen, you want to be an investigative journalist. You want to have a career and crack open the big stories and make a name for yourself. Tom, you would be surprised at the number of well-known and reputable journalists who have intelligence connections.’

Tom seemed to think about this for a while. It was as if the information was penetrating his brain and a path was opening up ahead. ‘Really?’ he said. 

‘Yes. Really. And you haven’t helped just us, you’ve also helped other intelligence services such as good old MI5 who, with all the resources they have, didn’t get the access that you, all on your own, managed to achieve. That’s quite an achievement.’

In the darkness of the cabin, Petra could sense that Tom was weighing up what she was saying.

‘But I didn’t get to find out what they’re planning to do.’ Tom said. ‘I was so close.’

‘You’ve done enough.’ 

The traffic had started to thin out and after a while Petra was conscious of feeling hungry. She realised that she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast at the Travelodge and the only snacks in the truck were the sausages and apples she’d brought in the corner shop and the milk in Tom’s shopping bags. 

‘Is there any chance of stopping for some food?’ Petra said. ‘All we’ve got is Daisy’s sausages.’

‘Up ahead,’ Segev said.

‘We can get something to eat there. I’m hungry too. How about you, Tom?’ Rafi said.

‘Yeah, I could eat.’

Five minutes later they pulled into the Welcome Break Service station at Warwick and clambered out of the van. 

‘Ten minutes,’ Rafi said. ‘Stretch legs, food and facilities.’ 

In spite of the rain, Rafi was by the side of the van doing stretching exercises, feet shoulder-width apart, rolling his shoulders and doing a few spinal twists. Petra reckoned he wasn’t even aware that he was doing it. 

‘Segev, go with Tom. Petra and I will stay here until you get back,’ Rafi said. ‘We don’t need a break-in.’

Together, Tom and Segev walked in the rain towards the glass porch and the entrance. 

‘Eli is going to go ape-shit when he knows we brought back Tom in the tech truck and he knows who we are,’ Petra said.

‘He’ll be cool.’ Rafi looked unconcerned. ‘He trusts me to improvise when necessary, and it was necessary. I already told you, the kid was blown the moment he followed us out onto the street. Even before his fat friend appeared.’

‘I guess.’ Petra nodded.

Rafi smiled. ‘And after all, Petra, didn’t you ask me to keep him safe? I was only trying to keep you happy.’

‘God, you’re irritating. Do you think you can manage here on your own for five minutes? I need to breathe some air that’s less self-satisfied.’

‘Sure, anything to make you happy.’

Petra marched off towards the entrance of the service station. Once inside she blinked at the bright lights after the darkness of the truck and the cabin, and the bustle around them. A mother tugged a screaming child out of one of the outlets and Petra recognised the exhaustion on the woman’s face; they weren’t the only people in there who were tired and wanting to be home. 

Petra headed to the loos. Having peed, she washed her hands and looked at herself in the mirror, noting the shadows under her eyes and a new crease between her eyebrows that she was sure hadn’t been there yesterday. She made an attempt to fluff up her spiky hair and it promptly flopped down – it was as tired as she was. But at least she’d got Tom back on track. The manner in which he’d found out who they were was unfortunate, but if he did pull himself together, she could see herself working with him again. Petra straightened her jacket, knelt and retied the laces on her boots and exited the block.

And now, food, that’s what she needed, food and a black coffee. On her way into Waitrose, she almost bumped into Tom on his way out, carrying sandwiches, a drink and a banana. 

‘See you back at the van,’ he said. 

Petra picked up a sandwich at random. She was more interested in a coffee and had to go outside and wait in a queue at Costa to get the caffeine fix she needed. 

She expected to be the last person back at the truck and as she strode through the rain and splashed through a puddle, she prepared herself for any complaint from Rafi. Given the outcome of the day, there was no rush to get back. For once, it didn’t matter much. But when she tapped on the back of the door and stepped inside there was no snarky comment about time-keeping waiting for her.

Inside Segev was perched on a stool, hunched over one of the screens. Rafi was leaning over his shoulder. 

‘Kus emuk,’ Rafi said. Petra had never heard him use that particular vulgarity.

They were following a dot on the screen and switched to a second screen. 

‘What’s going on?’ Petra said. ‘What’s happened?’

Rafi pointed at the screen and the moving dot. ‘That’s Tom’s tracker. It’s heading back the way we just came.’

‘What? Why would he do that?’ Petra said. ‘For Chrissake, he doesn’t know what he’s doing, stupid, arrogant kid.’

‘That’s just where you’re wrong, Petra.’ Rafi said. ‘He’s become a man.’


Chapter 53

Petra’s coffee grew cold in her hand while she sat with Segev and Rafi in the service station car park. She didn’t need caffeine to ramp up her energy levels, she was now on full alert. While Segev monitored the tracker and by use of the CCTV hacking software was able to get an image of the vehicle carrying Tom, Rafi was on the phone to Eli talking in rapid Hebrew. It was way too fast for Petra to pick up more than isolated phrases or words but she understood enough to know it was bad news and they were talking about five and bird which she guessed was MI5 and satellite.

After five minutes of what seemed to be a heated discussion, Rafi ended the call. ‘According to Eli, this is a delicate situation, diplomatically. If it goes wrong we will end up having to close down the station which is not a good option. My idea was to chase after Tom and bring him back but—’

‘How’s that going to work?’ Petra interrupted. ‘I can see the tracker is too far away now and even if we do catch him, what are we going to do, hold up a car on the road?’

‘Exactly,’ Rafi said. ‘None of the options are good. But we now know exactly where Tom is, day or night. Also, don’t forget, he managed to convince us that he was going to walk away from his precious story. If he can do that, there’s a chance that he can convince 91. Even if they are suspicious they may not do anything for a day or so and in the next thirty-six hours, maximum, the place will be raided.’

‘Eli’s telling MI5?’

‘Yep, the raid might be sooner than thirty-six hours,’ Rafi said. ‘So, we’re going to just sit here and watch the screens; as soon as Tom stops moving we pass on the location. We will also try to pick him up before the raid, but that’s not guaranteed.’

‘I guess that’s as good as it gets,’ Petra said. 

For the rest of that night they sat in the tech truck. They couldn’t stay in the car park of the motorway service station without attracting attention, so they changed location at irregular intervals, always searching for a spot where there were no cameras. It was the kind of work they were all used to, the discomfort, the waiting, the chat about nothing, the trying not to count the minutes that dragged by. 

Tom’s tracker came to rest late in the night, and its movements gave Petra a sense of connection as she watched the beeping dot of his existence. After another phone call from Eli, they were given access to a British satellite and then they had overhead images of the dark countryside. 

The camp was on a farm to the west of Ludlow. It was isolated and there was little light pollution, which helped pinpoint a group of buildings on the site; a caravan and a couple of barns. The night vision on the camera showed shapes and movement but there was no sound. 

At dawn, the area was bathed in clean and clear light; it filled the valley with long shadows as the sun came up. While Segev had a break, it was Petra’s turn on the screen and as the sun climbed above the hill and filled the dark and by now odorous truck with a new day, she drew in her breath. It was beautiful.

She glanced over at Rafi, for a moment wanting to share what she saw. He was in the driver’s seat, eyes shut and breathing steadily. Not sleeping, he was meditating so she didn’t disturb him; it was something she’d seen him do before and it reminded her of something he’d said; that she didn’t know him. He was right. She didn’t. He was such an odd mix of arrogance and introspection.

Petra looked back to the screen to enjoy the moment on her own when she saw movement. Four figures were approaching the caravan where Tom’s tracker was beeping. Even the overhead view showed that they walked with intent.

‘Daylight,’ Petra said. The highest code for alert.

Rafi sprang up and was by her side, hand on her shoulder, leaning towards the screen. 

One of the men pulled open the door to the caravan and they disappeared inside. Moments later, Tom and another figure were escorted across the courtyard; each of them was between two men. It was hard to see the second figure clearly but from aloft, he looked rounder and shorter.

‘I think the second one is Keith,’ said Petra.

‘That doesn’t look good.’ 

The group disappeared into a barn about the size of a domestic garage. Around it was building materials: coils of cable and rusty tanks and empty bags of cement – the detritus of a farm. 

Segev was now up and the three of them looked at each other and then back at the screen. 

The next hour was the longest of Petra’s life with the worst outcome.  

Rafi called Eli and had a rapid exchange that Petra didn’t understand. She heard bitakhon, security and mishtara, police.

‘Armed police are on the way from Birmingham,’ Rafi said.

‘That’s miles away,’ Petra said. 

‘It’s a lot closer than we are,’ Segev said and she knew there was nothing she could do, they were too far away, but in spite of that she searched for solutions. Tom was on his own. She willed him to be okay, and made deals with a God she didn’t believe in. She told herself that he could talk his way out of the situation. He was a smart kid, they liked him, they trusted him, but when she saw the four men come out of the barn she felt sick. 

‘Shit,’ Rafi said.

Each pair carried a black body bag between them, they stopped in the middle of the courtyard and a fifth man stepped out of the shadows. He’d been in the barn and he came out last. Petra saw him turn back towards someone in the barn; he might have been saying something.

Despite feeling that she wanted to throw up, Petra couldn’t take her eyes away from the screen. It was over, the tracker might still beep from the body bag, but Tom was dead. 

When Petra recalled the drive back to London, it was as if it was someone else who’d been on that journey. She heard what Rafi and Segev were saying and she even responded when they formulated a plan, but it was automatic. It had started to rain again and gusts of wind rocked the heavy truck; she watched and listened as the windscreen wipers swished back and forth and she followed the curve and glare of oncoming lights, distorted on the windscreen by streams of water. During the course of that journey down the M40, Rafi had several conversations with Eli; all the time he muttered into the phone in fast Hebrew, no doubt telling him what they’d seen and discussing what they needed to do. Meanwhile, Segev focused on the road ahead. 

The young man drove in his customary manner, steady, assured and entirely in the moment. With all her heart, Petra envied this ability to switch off. Thoughts about Tom crashed in and crushed her as she looked out of the window at the dark landscape.

‘It’s bad luck,’ Rafi said when he closed the latest call with Eli. ‘The raid should be happening about now and the bastards will all be picked up. By the time we get to London, they’ll probably be on their first round of interrogation and howling for their lawyers.’

He turned to Petra. ‘I’m sorry.’

Petra swallowed down some of the pain; no matter how bad she felt, she was determined not to show it. She said, ‘I really didn’t think he was going to go back. I know he wanted to get a real scoop for his book but going back was stupid.’

‘It’s that age,’ Rafi said. ‘We see it in the army with the boys doing basic training. There are two sorts: the ones who need to feel threatened before they fight back and the others, the ones who run towards danger. Tom was one of those.’ 

‘Yeah, he was certainly one of those,’ Petra said, conscious that she was using the past tense to describe Tom.

They sank into silence. 

And the wretched day was only just beginning. They still had to go back to Tom’s flat and clear it of any traces or connections to either Mossad or 91. MI5 may have been aware of Tom’s association with the Office but that was no reason to gift them laptops with information about their process and technology. At last they were at High Wycombe and the cluster of unlit street lights heralded that the journey was nearly over. Rafi turned to Petra, his eyes sought out her own and his voice was gentle when he spoke, a tone she’d rarely heard from him. ‘Listen, Petra. Segev and I can clear the flat. We’ve got this, you go straight home; you’ve done enough.’

‘No, no, I’ll see this through to the end,’ Petra said. ‘I started it, I’ll finish it. That’s the least I can do for him.’ 

There was another reason. She wanted to get the journal translation.


Chapter 54

The tech truck parked two hundred and fifty metres away from the block of flats, leaving Rafi and Petra to walk down the street towards the entrance. It was a busy London morning with people rushing to meetings, to classes, to events and nobody was looking at anyone else, so fixed were they in their individual journeys. Good. Petra had slung her hiker’s rucksack over her shoulder, a rucksack that now contained heavy-duty bin bags plus latex gloves. The plan was that when they had everything in the flat bagged up, Segev was to drive into the secure parking area, load up and go. It wasn’t great but it was the least conspicuous way of doing it. 

Using the electronic tag, Petra opened the heavy glass and metal door to the flats and she and Rafi climbed the stairs. It was less conspicuous than calling the lift. Outside the individual flats, in the common parts, there were hints of ownership; some muddy shoes or a child’s tricycle. Identity spilled out of the set boundaries, but outside Tom’s flat there was nothing. Nothing at all. 

The key slid into the lock and Rafi and Petra were inside, in the dark, silent. The blinds were shut against the daylight. They paused for a few seconds, listening, before Rafi switched on the lights in the main room and looked around.

‘You take the bedroom and bathroom,’ Petra said, handing Rafi a pair of latex gloves and a few bin bags, plus a headband with an embedded torch. ‘I’ll do here and the kitchen.’

Petra positioned a headband around her own brow but didn’t turn it on. 

‘Okay,’ Rafi said. ‘I doubt there’s much. Be careful with those laptops.’

Petra stood by the beech table, the place where she’d seen Tom sitting poring over his books and screens. The place where Tom had been excited about what he was doing. ‘I’m putting them in here,’ Petra said as she slid the laptops into her rucksack. ‘When you’re done in the bedroom we can use some bedding to tape around the desktop. We’ll take that out last.’

As soon as Petra saw the light from Rafi’s head torch disappear into the bedroom she was across the room, kneeling in front of the unit under the TV. She knew what she was looking for, after all, she’d made the damn thing. Petra stretched into the cavity as far as it went, and twisted her arm inside, trying to feel what was stashed there. From the bedroom Petra heard Rafi open cupboards and drawers.

At last, her fingertips brushed something. She cursed herself for making the safe shelf so inaccessible but she knew something was there; Tom had told her. Looking around the room she scanned for something that she could use to prise it out but there was nothing to hand. Petra sprang up and darted into the kitchen area and hauled open a drawer to find a knife with the longest blade. 

Back at the unit, she reached in with the knife and used it to dislodge the item she’d managed to touch. 

‘How are you getting on in there?’ Rafi said. 

‘Nearly there.’ Petra grabbed the journal hard copy and the memory chips that had come out of the safe shelf and rammed them into the deep pockets of her jacket. Then she looked around for somewhere to put the knife. To save time, that went into her shoulder bag. 

‘Yeah, I’m just packing up the rest of the books,’ Petra said. ‘Or do you think we should leave them or check them?’

Rafi appeared in the doorway. ‘Probably faster to take them than see if there’s anything concealed inside.’

‘Would he have done that?’ Petra said.

‘He was smart.’

‘You’re right.’ Now that her side task was accomplished, she was all action for the job in hand and had bagged up Tom’s books before Rafi was by the front door with his bin bags. 

‘Let’s get Segev up here,’ Rafi said but before he could send a message, the pre-arranged alarm signal on his phone pealed. 

‘Shit,’ Rafi said. ‘You take the laptops, I’ll take the desktop and the phones. Separate. Worst case, I’ve got diplomatic status.’ 

‘Okay.’ Petra was already at the front door, clattering down the first flight of stairs. She paused on the landing and heard a noise below her. A heavy tread ascending. She slid around the corner from the stairwell, into a recessed doorway, where she was concealed. They continued climbing, they’d gone past but before Petra came out, she heard the lift going down. Rafi must be in it. She heard voices and the thud of steps descending. No doubt they were chasing the lift to the bottom floor. Petra strained to hear what was going on and eased her back away from the front door that she’d been pressing into. 

‘Get him,’ she heard and then receding feet. What to do? Go down the stairs? If there was someone waiting at the bottom of the stairs she’d walk straight into them. Or go up? Go back into Tom’s flat and look out of the window. It had a clear view of the street. 

Petra stepped away from the front door and turned into the stairwell. There was nothing she could do except climb the stairs and hope that none of the neighbours were interested in the activity outside their doors. 

Luck seemed to be with Petra. The doors on the same landing as Tom’s flat remained closed. Only Tom’s door was ajar, wedged open by the bag of books they’d failed to move.

Once inside the flat, Petra tugged the book bag away from the door and shut it behind her. She stood there for a moment in the dark, listening to the sound of her breathing. All was quiet. 

Petra turned the handle and nudged open the door to the main room. She stepped in and padded towards the window. For the moment, she was safe.

Eli was approaching Westbourne Grove in the hire VW Polo on the way to Tom’s flat. For almost the entire journey he’d had Milne on the phone updating him about the progress of the raid in Herefordshire.

‘Great, brilliant, look forward to the full debrief. Yes, yes, I’m sure Charlene is happy,’ Eli said, keen to get Milne off the phone because on Eli’s second phone, the one currently propped up in the coffee slot, Eli could see the CCTV stream that Segev had hacked into. It showed the parked tech truck and the front door of the apartment block. He needed to get back to Segev. Eventually, Eli said, ‘Oliver, huge apologies, I’ve got Yuval calling in for an update, let’s talk later,’ and he cut off the MI6 liaison officer. He knew truncating the call would piss off Milne but it couldn’t be helped. Milne was making a point; demonstrating how well British security had responded after the embarrassment that it was the Mossad who’d got an undercover agent into the proscribed group and not them. 

This wasn’t the time to smooth ruffled British feathers.

‘Segev,’ Eli said, ‘what’s the delay on the images? I’ve just seen four men go into the apartment block.’

There was silence for a few moments, then Segev’s neutral tones. ‘I’ve identified them and told Alpha Four and Trainer it’s daylight.’

‘Are you sure?’

A pause, then the same calm tones. ‘Ninety per cent.’

Eli swerved around the car in front of him and forced his way ahead, ignoring the other driver’s expression of outrage. He was about four minutes away, but that was more than enough time to kill someone. 

When he was two minutes away he saw Rafi appear on the small screen. He was at the front door of the flats. He was running and there were three men running after him. 

‘Where’s he going?’ Eli said aloud. 

Rafi turned round to see how much of a lead he had, and that was his first and only mistake; it slowed him. One of the men had picked up speed and there was something glinting in his hand. When he was two metres away from Rafi he raised his hand, pulled his shoulder back and threw a knife at the back of Rafi’s legs. It penetrated Rafi’s jeans; he stumbled, and before he had a chance, the three men were on him, kicking him to the ground and it looked like one was stamping on his hand. 

Before Eli could say a thing to Segev, on the small screen he saw the tech truck slide out of its parking spot and move towards the group. Passers-by had crossed to the other side of the street to get away from the fracas and phones were out. Frustrated, Eli was one minute away, stuck behind a delivery van, struggling to both drive and watch the screen. 

But on the screen Segev had pulled up by the side of the men and jumped out. One of them broke away and seemed to be squaring up to Segev, who took a step back as if he’d been scared off. In the split second, Eli could see him pivoting so he was perfectly balanced. With one hand Segev grabbed the guy’s wrist, with his other, he shoved the thug’s chin back then kicked out to deliver an almighty whack to the groin. It was balletic. He followed up with swift fist punches that brought the guy to the ground. Just then the car behind Eli hooted and he looked up to see traffic was moving again. He pulled the car into a bus stop, grabbed his phone and ran towards the action. He only had to get round the corner. But Eli was late; by the time he’d reached the street it was clear. There was no sign of Segev or Rafi or the thugs. 

But the tech truck was there, it was moving towards Eli. 

Petra’s moment of safety ended. She heard the front door shut and spun round. There, filling the doorframe to the main room was a man, six foot five or so, round-faced, cropped hair and built like an American footballer. 

‘Well, lookee here,’ he said in an American accent. The voice was friendly but the very height and volume of man was threatening. 

‘Hello,’ Petra said. ‘Are you a friend of Tom’s? I live downstairs. I heard a noise and I saw the front door was open. Is everything okay up here?’ 

As she spoke she edged away from the window hoping that if he moved from the door she might have a chance of getting out.

The man remained fixed to the spot. ‘You don’t say,’ he said. ‘That why you’ve got that big heavy bag over your little girl shoulders?’

Petra said nothing. The man seemed to take her silence as acquiescence.

‘Why don’t you put down that big heavy bag, and let me have a lookee look inside?’

‘Because it’s not yours?’ Petra said. His eyebrows snapped together in an ugly frown. Bad move, Petra thought. Her comment had slipped out; she needed to be smarter.

‘Sorry,’ Petra said still holding on to her rucksack. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude but I need to be going. My husband is downstairs, and he’ll be worrying about me.’

‘Let’s cut the crap,’ the man said. ‘I know who you are and why you’re here. And you know who I am, don’t you? Eddie Jarvis.’

‘I’m not sure that you do know why I’m here. But nonetheless, I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance. And, as you say, we do know who you are, Edward Jarvis and by we, I mean, His Majesty’s Government.’

She’d got the bastard’s attention so she pressed on, making her English accent more pronounced, hoping that it would sound more authoritative for the American.

‘In the UK we try to have a witness when we read someone their rights. It increases the chances of a solid conviction. But I’m afraid my colleagues are currently outside the building having already apprehended your associates’ – Petra gestured towards the window – ‘if you doubt what I’m saying, please do take a look.’

His shoulders hunched as if he was ready to run at a ball. It was animalistic and Petra sensed the aggression in his stance. 

She was scared but forced her shoulders up to her ears, mimicking the shrug she didn’t feel. Acting as if there really was someone outside who was going to help her. If he would just go to window and check, she might get a chance to get out of the flat. 

Jarvis looked up, his gaze thoughtful. When he spoke it was almost to himself. ‘No… no… I’m not buying that. Yeah, you might be a Brit, but you’re in with the Jews, you might even be one yourself. So what’s your game? You know, you guys should be on our side. We all want the same thing, a greater Israel. My church back home sends money to you people, in your settlements in Samaria. We wanna help bring about the return of our Lord and a lot of you people get that. Of course, a lot don’t, we know that, the ones who control the media and all the banking systems and political institutions, worldwide. But there are others, settlers, people in government, who do get what we’re trying to achieve.’

‘Maybe you want to talk to them?’ Petra said. 

His cool thought process made Petra feel more frightened than she’d been before. It was the reasoned nature of it plus the casual use of the old tropes; the ones that tugged at every Jew’s strings. Whatever crap he was saying, he was the same angry peasant who’d led an Easter pogrom, the same bitter burgher who set fire to York’s Jews, the same influencer who used social media to stir up hate, the same failed artist who dreamt up genocide on an industrial scale. Same old. Let him say whatever he wanted; Petra needed to keep him talking long enough to either get out of the flat or for some help to arrive.

When the tech truck stopped, Eli clambered inside and it moved off. The divider separating front and back was up and Rafi lay across the back seat, back propped up against the side of the truck. Rafi was bleeding, his breath was rapid and his face was a mess. Kneeling over him, it was hard for Eli to gauge exactly how bad it was as there was so much blood. Eli reached over and felt his pulse and did a rapid triage before reaching for his phone. 

‘This is way more than that quack Menachem can handle, we need to get him to the hospital,’ Eli said to Segev. ‘We also need to get the computers he was carrying, unless you got them.’

‘I did,’ Segev said. ‘They’re in the back with—’

Rafi groaned.

‘You hear me, Rafi?’ Eli said. Rafi made a rasping noise. ‘Squeeze my hand, man.’ Rafi’s response was weak. 

‘What happened?’ Eli was about to get a sitrep but a thud from the back of the tech truck stopped him short. It sounded as if something heavy was rolling around. 

‘What—?’ Eli began again but stopped because he’d heard a groan – it wasn’t from Rafi. Eli swivelled round and flipped up the divider. He saw a man on the floor, wrists bound behind him and a Sainsbury’s shopping bag over his head. He was rolling around trying to get the bag off and banging his head in the process. Hence the groan.

‘I didn’t have time to make the bag more secure,’ Segev said in his calm tone. ‘Rafi’s two other attackers ran when I got that one down. Petra is still in the flat. I didn’t see the fourth one come out.’

‘Has she made contact?’ Eli said.

‘No.’

‘Pull up, give me the emergency kit,’ Eli said and added in English, ‘And secure the piece of shit in the back.’ 

The tech truck stopped and Segev slid around to the back. Eli reverted to Hebrew. ‘Bro,’ he said to Rafi, ‘Can you hear me?’

Rafi grunted.

‘I need to turn you on your side and have a look. It’s going to hurt.’ 

‘Get Petra,’ Rafi rasped. 

‘Still thinking about women.’ Eli put his hands under Rafi’s body, they came away bloody, and he eased him over. 

‘Shit. That hurts,’ Rafi said. ‘But I think it’s ribs, more than anything else.’

‘That’s all right then.’ Eli pulled Rafi’s clothes away and found the wound. The flesh was ripped, it was ugly, but it wasn’t pumping blood. Eli pressed the medicated dressing against the wound; Rafi grunted and tears came to his eyes. 

‘Hardcore aren’t you, bro?’ Eli said.

‘Fuck off, man, just get Petra,’ Rafi said. 

‘You heard the man,’ Eli said to Segev who’d just trussed up the man in the back like an oven-ready chicken. ‘Back to the apartment.’

Whatever she felt, Petra was projecting calm and authority. ‘You know,’ she said. ‘There are lots of people in the Israeli government who can help you. It’s in their interests. Have you been to Israel yet?’ 

‘No, I’m waiting until I’ve got everything set up,’ Jarvis said. He’d moved a little away from the door, a little closer to the sofa in the middle of the room. Petra was still standing by the window but she began to edge away from it.

Jarvis went on. ‘Tom told us everything. He told us how you set him up, encouraged him to join the group, played him, made him think he was going to write about what he found out. He told us everything.’

‘Before you murdered him,’ Petra said. 

A ringtone from Jarvis’s phone split the room. It was the opening notes of ‘Amazing Grace’. He moved with surprising speed for such a large man and went into the hall, shutting the door behind him. She reached into her bag and sent Rafi a three word message. Jarvis here trapped.

Petra waited for Jarvis to come back into the room. All she had to do was keep the mad bastard talking. That couldn’t be beyond her, could it?

When Jarvis came back into the room his face was different. 

‘Change of plan,’ he said. ‘I thought this might be the opportunity for a dialogue with some of the interested parties in your administration.’

‘What? I don’t understand,’ Petra said. 

‘The Israeli government,’ he said in a testy voice. ‘That’s all changed. I still need Israel’s help but there’s going to be less wiggle room. I need leverage.’

‘What’s happened?’ Petra said, feeling sharp fear for the first time.

‘Our base was raided by Brit security, no doubt led there by you people and your fancy tech. I’m going to need to be exfiltrated to Israel and you people are the very ones to do it.’

‘Okay, shall I call them?’ Petra said.

‘Nope. I’m going to call them, after I have you tied up. Like I said, I need leverage. And you’re it. You’ll be coming with us. Before I’m exfiltrated we have to complete a mission and you’re going to be coming along with us. It’s not too far and it’s in a beautiful part of the country.’

‘Mission?’ Petra said. 

‘That’s it. Our headline-grabbing mission.’ Jarvis smiled. ‘Not quite 9/11 but certainly enough for us to get international coverage. And more importantly to get the kind of reaction we’re looking for.’

‘Why, why do you want a reaction?’ 

‘Oh, missy, too bad Tom never got the chance to tell you all about it. You see, we’re guided by the good Lord’s word. Revelations Nine.’ 

‘And the mission is to spread the word?’ Petra said grasping the dumb girly straw. It was clear her options were running out; he was in a momentary reverie, but he wasn’t yelling like a gospel preacher or even giving what he said a Hammer Films demonic spin. He talked in a matter-of-fact way as if he was describing something that any rational person should be able to understand. 

‘I don’t expect some itty-bitty Jew girl to understand the New Testament,’ Jarvis said. ‘But I’ll tell you exactly what it says: “The sun and sky were darkened by the smoke from the Abyss. And out of the smoke locusts came down upon the earth and were given power like that of scorpions of the earth. They were told not to harm the grass of the earth or any plant or tree, but only those people who did not have the seal of God on their foreheads.” So you see, it’s all been written by the good Lord for us to read. What we’re going to do, our mission, is to give the locusts power, “like that of scorpions of the earth”.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Petra said. ‘What are you doing? Training insects? Can’t see that working on a December day in the UK.’

‘Don’t patronise me, bitch,’ Jarvis said. ‘We’ve bought ourselves some science, some drones weaponised especially for us by a friendly Ukrainian dude. Clever as they come, this guy. They’re programmed to fly as a swarm.’

‘Right,’ Petra said giving her voice authority she didn’t feel. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about but what I do know is that this has gone far enough. I’m leaving this flat now. If you have any sense you’ll get out of here too and find somewhere to hide. But I’m going. Don’t try to stop me.’

She walked towards him, he was blocking the door. 

‘Get out of the way,’ Petra said. 

One of his ham-like hands swung back and she felt the force of it on her jaw. The weight of it made her stumble, almost fall to the floor. She tasted blood in her mouth and the lump of a loose tooth.

‘This’ll make it easier,’ Jarvis said and kicked at her legs, still wobbling from the stumble. 

Petra was on the floor and Jarvis was coming at her. He reached into his pocket and took out some plastic handcuffs. 

‘These are very useful,’ he said as he knelt on one knee. 

‘Don’t hurt me,’ Petra said. ‘Please don’t hurt me.’

Jarvis leaned in and held out his hands to tie up Petra. In one move she kicked with her steel-capped boot at his supporting leg shin and head-butted him under the chin. He fell back but was still blocking the door. 

Petra wrenched open the bag and grabbed the knife. 

Slowly Jarvis stood up. He rubbed at his chin with one hand but aside from that he looked unhurt. 

‘Give me the knife,’ he said. 

‘No way.’ 

‘Come on, you’re not going to kill me, you’re a woman, it’s not in your nature.’

‘Tell me about Tom. Tell me how he died and I might give you the knife.’

‘He cried, he cried for you, he begged us not to hurt him and he said he’d hated the Jews all the time, but I think that was to stop my guys holding his head under water.’

‘And tell me how God comes into this.’ 

‘Give me the knife. I told you how Tom died, now you give me the knife.’ 

Petra positioned her feet into an L shape, and swivelled back. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘You win, you’re right. I can’t do it.’ 

‘Good girl.’ Jarvis took two steps forward; at the same time Petra pulled her shoulder back and punched forward with the knife with all her strength. 

The knife made contact and sliced deep into flesh. With her boot Petra swung up and out and gave Jarvis a hard kick in the groin. She rammed in the knife. He staggered back towards the door and she pulled the knife out before hitting home, one more time. 

Straight into his femoral artery. Blood gushed out of his ripped jeans and puddled on the wooden floor, soaking into the rug, spreading to form a pattern almost like a heart.

‘Yeah,’ Petra whispered into Jarvis’s ear. ‘That’s me. I’m the good girl who can’t do it.’

She took a step back and surveyed her handiwork. Jarvis’s face was grey and she could see he was losing consciousness. Too bad he was dying so quickly.

‘I hope you’re in pain,’ Petra said. 

Outside the door there was a noise. They were pushing against the closed door, now shut by Jarvis’s dead body.

‘Petra, are you okay?’ It was Eli.

‘Yeah, I’m okay. I’ll have to pull the body away from the door so you can get in.’


Chapter 55

On the other side of the door, Eli heard Petra huffing and puffing as she hauled Jarvis’s body away from the door. Eli pushed from his side as if it would help. 

‘Bastard must be way over twenty stone,’ Petra said between the sounds of her exertion. ‘Christ, why didn’t he fall the other way?’ 

Finally, Eli was in the room. Petra was standing breathless by the bloodied body of a man that Eli had only seen as a mugshot. A man whose life-blood was still spreading on the wooden floor even though his heart had stopped beating. Eli was no stranger to the faces of death in combat and it was clear that the fight had been brutal. He looked at Petra; her face was swollen, but her eyes were sparkling.

‘It’s okay,’ Eli said. He stepped around the corpse and opened his arms to her. Petra walked right into him and he hugged her tight. ‘It’s okay,’ he repeated. 

‘Where’s Rafi?’ Petra said into his neck. ‘I messaged him.’

‘He’s got some injuries but he’s okay. He might not be quite as pretty as his usual self, at least not until he heals up.’

Eli held Petra away from him and looked at her jaw and the side of her face. It was already swollen. He stroked her cheek. ‘Can you open your mouth?’

‘Not easily.’ 

‘Don’t try, not without painkillers,’ Eli said. ‘Not many people, men or women, would have survived.’

That’s when Petra broke – but only a little. ‘I tried,’ she said. ‘I tried to trick him so I could get out of the room. I tried every bloody line I could think of.’ 

‘You did well, Petra… I’m sorry we couldn’t get here sooner and I’m sorry that we’re not finished.’

Eli saw her straighten up. Her moment of weakness had passed; she picked up her rucksack and shouldered it. ‘Is this something to do with giving locusts power?’ Petra said. ‘Because if it is, I may have messed up.’

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘He talked about locusts and weaponised drones and said a clever Ukrainian had programmed a swarm.’

‘He said what?’ 

When Petra repeated what she’d just said Eli’s ears were ringing. He flashed back to his exit meeting with Spinning Wheel, Usha, the agent at ARR. She’d been describing an American who’d visited the facility and creeped her out. Men that she found threatening was a constant refrain of hers but this time she’d talked about how Bohdan had been all over him. What had she said? ‘All over the ghastly American, like a rash, clapping him on the shoulders, talking to the American in his useless English.’

Eli whipped out his phone to take a picture of Jarvis. Just his dead face, not his bloodied corpse.

‘What are you doing?’ 

‘Confirming identity. Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.’

Petra hesitated, looking down at Jarvis. ‘If I’d been smarter that bastard would have told us,’ she said. ‘Now he can’t.’

‘Don’t worry about it. He might not be able to tell us what we want to know but we’ve got someone who will. First we take Rafi to the hospital, then we talk to our new friend. Like I said, we’re far from finished.’

Eli was on the phone all the way between flat and truck; the Hebrew was fast, but if Petra couldn’t understand the words, she could understand the tone. Eli was giving orders. They were going into battle. Only the last conversation was in English to someone called Oliver. 

‘I’ll message you details when we have them, but you’ll need to get your guys here fast to clean up. It’s a mess,’ Eli said.

Whoever Eli was talking to responded and Eli sounded pissed off. ‘The only clue we have to date is that it’s something to do with locusts, which I am taking to mean drones. Now if you want to put that through your systems and feed the data to your response teams, be my guest. In the meantime, we will try to work it out and then actually stop whatever they’re going to do.’

Eli closed the call. They were by the tech truck. He slid open the door and Petra climbed in the back next to Rafi while Eli took the front seat; he was back on the phone speaking rapid Hebrew as they moved off. On the back seat, Rafi’s eyes were shut; he looked pale and the skin on his face was damp. Without thinking, Petra took his hand between her own. It was cold. But one eye opened and he nodded. 

‘They got you,’ he said. ‘I told them.’ 

Petra cleared her throat to contain the tears that had welled up. 

Fifteen minutes later Segev swung the vehicle onto a mews street in Kensington and into a courtyard. There were two paramedics and a trolley waiting by a couple of doctors. Petra sat back as the professionals eased Rafi out of the tech truck onto the trolley. Eli had already jumped out and was conducting a rapid conversation with the medics. Then he crossed over to a group of men who were hovering by two cars and a motorbike. Casually dressed, they stood with their legs slightly apart in a relaxed but balanced way. They had security written all over them, apart from one: Adam. Eli was in intense conversation with him while Segev left the front seat and disappeared in the back of the tech truck. Finally, Eli finished with the briefing and pulled open the door.

‘Petra, you know Adam. You worked well together. I told you it wasn’t over. We’re splitting up. Adam is going to drive and maintain comms. And you are going to be lead interrogator.’

‘What?’ Petra said as she slid out of the truck into the damp courtyard. ‘Who am I supposed to be interrogating?’

‘Didn’t Jarvis talk about locusts and scorpions? And a mission and a Ukrainian scientist?’

‘But he’s dead.’

‘The mission is going to go ahead – unless we stop it.’

Eli took Petra’s hand, led her around to the back of the tech truck and opened the door so she could peer inside. There Segev was sitting at a stool, engaged with images on the screens. He had a headset on and was speaking in Hebrew as the images flickered, changed and then reloaded. He was ignoring the trussed-up man lying in the middle of the floor. Eli shut the door.

‘That man is as responsible as Jarvis for Tom’s death and he literally has Rafi’s blood on his hands,’ Eli said. ‘But we’re not seeking revenge, we are seeking cooperation. And without wishing to bring in religion or the Talmud, what we’ll be doing is Pekuach Nefesh – saving a life.’

‘Okay,’ Petra said warily. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘We’ve got to get the bastard to talk. Jarvis was going to take you somewhere today, wasn’t he?’

‘That’s what he said, but what about MI5? Haven’t they got rapid response resources?’

‘We can’t hand him over to the British because it will take too long and… it’s complicated because he’s American. Also the British may be more gentlemanly than us.’ 

‘Or ladylike?’ 

‘If you want to put it like that. There is another reason. Our experts say that these type of men often have psychological issues with women. The chances are that it will go faster if you do it, and that’s what we need. It’s as simple as that, Petra. It’s got to be fast.’

Five minutes later, Petra and Eli climbed into the back of the tech truck with some water. They didn’t speak. Together they pulled the man up and sat him down on the stool. He still had the bag on his head and his wrists were red where he’d chafed against the plastic tie. 

‘What’s your name?’ Eli said.

‘I want to see the American consul,’ the man said. 

‘We’ll call you, Hank,’ Eli said. ‘It has a country and western ring to it and, of course, it rhymes with Yank. Here’s the thing, Hank, you’re sitting a metre away from the woman who despatched your pal Jarvis.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Hank said. 

Petra spoke. ‘Would you believe it if I told you that you are in a vehicle with two Mossad agents who don’t much care whether you live or die?’

She saw the man stiffen. Petra continued. ‘And one of them, myself, is in some considerable pain because Jarvis hit me. Now that’s no way to treat a lady, is it?’

It was Eli’s turn. ‘You need to understand, there is no one to help you and it truly makes no difference to us whether or not we kill you. You’re deniable, Hank.’

‘You can’t do anything to me,’ Hank said. ‘I’m an American citizen and this is the UK; you can’t touch me.’ 

‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ Petra said. ‘It might be the UK outside this vehicle, but inside, where you are, you have no rights at all.’ 

Petra turned to Eli. ‘Wait outside. I’ll be faster on my own.’ 

‘You sure?’ 

Petra nodded and winked. 

Inside the tech truck there was now silence apart from Hank’s stertorous breathing and the sound of Petra going through Segev’s toolbox. She selected what she thought she’d need and positioned the implements on the work bench. The painkiller Eli had given her had now kicked in and she had a sense of numbness and euphoria. Only when she reached up to her cheek and jaw could she feel just how swollen it was, and the loose tooth at the back of her mouth. 

‘Hank, I want you to tell me exactly where these locusts are going to be unleashed.’

Before Hank had the chance to respond, Petra whipped the Sainsbury’s bag off his head and leading from her shoulder, punched the side of his face as if it was her home punch bag. He yelled, a guttural sound. She replaced the bag over his head. 

‘That’s for what Jarvis did to me,’ Petra said. ‘Call it an amuse bouche, not that white trash like you would know what that is, but it’s the beginning.’

‘You don’t frighten me, Jew bitch,’ Hank said. ‘I’ve got the might of the Lord on my side. He will smite the unbeliever. You will die in the flames.’

‘That really was the wrong thing to say to me,’ Petra said. 

She swivelled the stool around to disorientate Hank and then when he was facing her again she raised the claw-head hammer she’d found in the toolbox above her head and brought it down on his right knee. She heard the crack of contact and his almost simultaneous yell of pain. 

‘I have neither the time nor the patience to drag this out,’ Petra said. ‘I will have you stripped naked and I will break every bone in your body—’ 

‘Geneva Convention…’

Petra laughed. ‘You’re not getting it, are you?’ Down came the hammer on the other knee. This time Hank squealed. But he also said a word. 

‘Surrey.’


Chapter 56

‘Surrey,’ Eli heard on his headset.

In the disabled bathroom of the fancy hospital Eli was donning the gear that had been brought in from the safe-house store in Great Pulteney Street. He squeezed himself into the heated undergarments, topped with Kevlar motorbike gear and all that he’d need for a pillion ride in December. The last item was the Beretta 9mm which he stashed in the inside pocket of the jacket where it stuck into his ribs.

While he dressed and waited for Petra to get location information from the American, he’d indulged himself in a few moments of morbid reflection. How was it possible that Jarvis, the Christian nationalist and Bohdan, the venal scientist could have found each other? 

If ever there was a time to wallow in superstitious claptrap this was it; no wonder it had such appeal. The golem, the dybbuk, the demons, incubi, the evil eye and bad luck. In the privacy of the bathroom, with the disability aids around him, Eli’s thoughts turned to Rafi, currently just metres away in the hands of the medics. Eli knew what Rafi would say; he’d quote some crap that his grandmother had said about over-thinking. Rafi would point out that Jarvis was on a mission, and it was inevitable that Jarvis would find his way into the leading drone facility in the UK. Equally inevitable was that Bohdan would try to monetise his position by latching on to an American buyer. Eli sighed. Rafi would be right.

The photo Eli had taken of Jarvis had already been sent to Usha who had identified him as the American who had visited ARR; the American who gave her the creeps. The one she’d told Eli about, if he’d only listened harder.

Eli gave himself one last look in the mirror. All in black, he looked the part. Too bad he didn’t feel it. Too bad Rafi wasn’t by his side. 

Eli went to the door.

He strode past the nurse’s station and nodded at Menachem, the Embassy doctor, there to liaise with the hospital medics. Eli had also tasked him with talking to Rafi’s wife. News of her husband’s injuries would be better coming from a doctor. Despite having had three children, Hannah looked and dressed like a teenager and in Eli’s view, behaved like one. Telling her that her husband was in hospital with a number of injuries was one conversation Eli could do without.

Outside, in the courtyard, Eli gave the waiting response team a thumbs up and climbed onto the back of Segev’s motorbike. The engine thrummed beneath him.

Eli spoke into his headset. ‘Keep it coming, Petra. We’re heading towards Surrey, but it’s a big area. If you need back-up, Adam will strip him but I don’t think it will come to that. Once they crack, they break apart.’

Eli had got that one wrong, Petra thought. In the end, Hank was riven with cracks but he still hadn’t burst open. After ten minutes, it was necessary for Adam to strip Hank and tie him down to a trolley. It was also necessary to break two of the fingers of his right hand. 

Petra sipped some water, careful around her swollen lips and jaw. ‘To repeat, you will have painkillers and all the medical attention you need as soon as we’re certain this attack has been stopped. The alternative is you bleeding to death in pain. I know what I’d choose.’

‘Shere,’ Hank groaned.

‘What’s that?’

‘Place. A school. Music school, fancy.’

Petra whipped off the Sainsbury’s bag from Hank’s face and sloshed some water into it. He gasped.

‘Well done, you’ve earned a drink.’

She replaced the bag over his head.

‘Shere, a fancy music school,’ Eli heard in his headset. Almost immediately followed by Urit’s voice. ‘The Paulo Mendelssohn Music Academy, in Shere. 350 pupils. You’re fifteen minutes away.’ 

‘Petra,’ Eli said. ‘Get him to confirm that it’s this Paulo Mendelssohn place.’

‘Will do.’

So far it hadn’t been a clear run on the motorbike. Traffic leaving London was heavy and Eli had to endure Segev’s hard and fast manoeuvring along the way. The small convoy of motorbike and the response team might have started the journey together but by the time they crossed Putney Bridge the two support cars were nowhere to be seen; they were bogged down in sticky traffic on the north side of the Thames. When Eli realised the response team was more than two kilometres behind them, he knew there was no point in waiting. 

All the while Eli’s headset crackled and buzzed and he kept open comms with Urit and Michael back at the Embassy and Adam and Petra in the tech truck. And in Washington, Yuval was also listening in. 

Now the road had opened up and Segev was bowling along the A3, through Ripley, a village signposted with nautical pubs, and left, into the Surrey hills. Up and over Newlands Corner. This was countryside. Miles of bloody countryside. 

‘Michael, Urit, get ready to put in a call to Milne,’ Eli said. ‘It’ll be—’

‘Confirmed.’ Petra broke in. ‘Outdoor concert in the grounds at 2:30 today.’

It was now 2:17.

Eli felt Segev accelerate and the bike roared forward. Even with his helmet the wind noise had ramped up and Eli had to shout.

‘Phone Milne and phone the school,’ Eli said. 

Petra was back on. ‘Now that he thinks it’s too late he’s talking. It’s an end of term concert that includes a visiting orchestra made up of Israeli and Palestinian kids. Jarvis bought a bunch of weaponised drones—’

‘How weaponised?’ Eli cut in. 

‘Nail bombs and detonators,’ Petra said. ‘Designed to panic, wound and sting. They’re keeping to the locust imagery.’

‘I’ve got Milne,’ Michael interrupted.

Eli went straight in without preamble. ‘Oliver, we have a source who’s given us the location of the attack and its nature.’

‘What? This is all very sudden.’

‘I haven’t got time to explain. This is to authorise that my people will give you details and this needs to be actioned urgently and at the highest level. Please send back-up.’

Eli cut the call just as Segev slowed down, took a sharp right turn and stopped outside wrought-iron gates at the bottom of a long drive. In the distance Eli saw a 1920s style house, high on a hill. He could see cars parked in front of the house, a marquee.

Eli scanned the grounds. ‘Let’s go back up the road.’

Segev swung the bike around and they were back on the main road, cruising slowly. 

‘Michael, what can you see?’ Eli said.

‘Sending Segev coordinates. To the southwest of the property boundary there’s a wooded copse and a small clearing with a makeshift shelter that’s within range.’

‘It’s next door?’ Eli said.

Urit broke in. ‘Manor House Farm, seventy-five acres, mainly arable, some woodland.’

‘So our guy is in there,’ Eli said. ‘With his dirty drones.’

‘It looks like it,’ Michael said. ‘Milne’s people are trying to contact the farmer for access.’

‘I’m not holding my breath,’ Eli said. 

Where was Rafi when you needed him?

‘How far away is the response team?’ Eli said.

‘Thirty minutes.’

‘The concert has started,’ Urit said. ‘Images have just gone up on social.’

From the road Eli could make out the double bass opening chords of Gorecki’s Symphony No. 3, Sorrowful Songs. Typical. Music about pain and loss as a setting for pain and loss. 

‘We’re going to the farm,’ Eli said.

Petra sat next to Adam on the front seat of the tech truck. In the back, Hank was bound tightly to a stool but she kept her eyes on him as well as listening to the comms feed with Adam translating what she didn’t understand.

Hank’s third broken finger had confirmed that the proposed attack playing out thirty-five miles away had been made possible by three million dollars for the drones and they’d been programmed to operate as a swarm by the man the group called ‘the Ukrainian’. Adam said this was innovative. He almost sounded admiring.

There was a groan and a curse from the back of the tech truck and Petra went to check on Hank, still naked but now covered with a couple of emergency foil blankets. He was an odd sight with the foil wrapping, topped with the yellow Sainsbury’s shopping bag on his head.

Over his ears they’d placed noise-silencing headphones and for good measure, an El Al eye mask over his eyes. Petra removed the bag and the headphones and checked Hank’s pulse. It was slightly fast but no faster than one might expect under the circumstances. She scanned the colour of his skin and lifted his lip to check his gums. He wasn’t about to die. 

‘Were you groaning for room service?’ Petra said.

Hank leaned back his head and spat. Not a perfect hit because he couldn’t see, but the trail of spittle spattered Petra’s leather jacket.

‘Manners,’ she said. ‘But I must admit I do like some spirit in a man, particularly one who will have a future problem wanking.’

‘Fucking bitch.’

‘I have that reputation,’ Petra said and before Adam could stop her she whacked Hank across the jaw. ‘That’s for Tom. And this’ – Petra hit him again on the other side – ‘this is for poor fat Keith.’

‘Hey,’ Adam said. 

Deftly, Petra replaced the headphones and bag on the wriggling man.

‘They’re moving in.’

Segev parked the motorbike in the forecourt of the farm. It was evident that it was a working entity but not at an industrial level. There were bales of hay stacked in an open-doored barn and the smell of manure, though where it was coming from Eli had no idea. 

An arthritic collie came out of the open barn door.

Eli climbed off the back of the bike and called out, ‘Hello, anybody home?’ 

No reply. 

‘Farmers, farm,’ Segev said and nodded his head in the direction of the mechanical noise. In the direction of the coppice there was the distant sound of a chain saw. It carried across the valley and competed with the strains of the second movement in Gorecki’s Symphony. The one inspired by writings found on the wall of a cell used by the Gestapo. More misery with great optics.

‘Let’s go find our guy,’ Eli said. ‘Establish radio silence. We’re going off-line.’

He needed to concentrate. They could see where he was, he didn’t need commentary.

Segev was studying the directional finder that read the infra-red signal.

‘Five hundred metres,’ he said.

‘We leave the bike here. It’s too noisy.’

The path to the copse led them past an old caravan and through a field of Belted Galloway cows. Eli and Segev kept up a steady jog until they reached the edge of the copse. 

Segev signalled one hundred metres with his hands and they wove in and around the ancient trees. It became muddy underfoot and they had to manoeuvre around deep puddles and churned-up tracks. Dusk was now falling and it was darker in the shadow of the trees. It was slowing them down, but at least the sound of their approach was covered by the chain saw – until it stopped. Then all they could hear was their own progress, the crunch and slosh through the woods mixed with the odd sound from the orchestra and finally some applause.

That was the signal to speed up. 

Segev signalled the direction and Eli broke into a run. 

In the courtyard outside the private hospital there was a sharp tap on the side of the tech truck. Petra saw a slender woman with long dark hair trying to attract her attention. In an elegant dark coat, she looked corporate. Petra looked over at Adam. He slid out of the driver’s seat and went around the truck to talk to the woman. Petra hoped he’d be able to get rid of her easily but from what she could see of Adam’s body language, he was accepting the woman’s authority. The comms in the truck lit up and Petra saw Adam take a call on his headset outside. Something was up. Adam and the woman disappeared and Petra heard the doors of the truck open.

The woman climbed into the back of the tech truck followed by Adam. They stood over Hank who was on the floor, wrapped in the foil blanket with a shopping bag over his head.

‘Would it be at all possible to unwrap this little gift?’ she said in an American accent. 

Adam removed the bag from the man’s head.

‘Did they hurt you?’ the woman said. ‘Well, don’t you worry about a thing. Our guys will have you patched up you up in two shakes. They’re right outside with a stretcher.’

‘Too bad you couldn’t get here sooner,’ Hank said. ‘These scum can’t treat American citizens like this.’

‘Like what?’ the woman said.

‘They tortured and mutilated me.’ He held up his broken hand. 

‘That’s real bad,’ she said. ‘What about the other hand? Lay it palm-down on the ground beside you; let me see.’

‘That one’s okay,’ Hank said but he obeyed and his hand poked out of the foil blanket and down on the floor of the van. 

Petra watched, bemused, as the woman raised a black leather ankle boot and slammed it down on Hank’s hand. He screamed. 

‘You have disgraced our country and our constitution,’ she said. ‘We’ve kept Guantanamo Bay going for people just like you. Enjoy your trip to the Caribbean, asshole.’

The door of the truck opened again and two blank-faced men in dull-grey suits manhandled Hank out of the truck. He was whimpering from the fresh pain in his left hand.

The woman nodded at Adam and exchanged a glance with Petra.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘We’ll take it from here.’

After they’d gone, Petra turned to Adam. ‘CIA, I presume?’

‘Correct.’

There were two men in the clearing dressed in jeans and jackets that were the colour of their surroundings; brown and green. It was camouflage and functional but not military. The one with the dirty-blond cropped hair sat on a tripod stool with a laptop poised on his thighs while the other, older, greying and grizzled was filming the blond on a neat hand-held camera. All around them, artistically arranged on the ground were rows of what looked at first glance like small dead birds but Eli knew what they were. He’d seen them before but only in boxes. Before Eli could get any closer, the grizzled man said, ‘Action’, and the drones started to rise from the ground. Up, up, up to the blond’s head and then they were at tree-top level and in the open sky, flying in a pattern, swirling as if all were connected, like a murmuration of starlings against the darkening sky.

Eli stepped out. ‘You have five seconds to get them back.’ He was holding out his gun and it was aimed at the blond controlling the laptop.

‘Who the fuck are you?’

Eli swung his gun around and shot the cameraman in the knee. He toppled forward and the camera crashed to the ground. 

‘Three seconds,’ Eli said. 

The blond jumped up from the stool and started to run, still holding on to the laptop. He was ten metres away and about to disappear into the copse. Eli took careful aim, looked down his arm and squeezed the trigger of the 9mm Beretta. He felt the recoil and watched the blond sink to the ground. 

Rafi was right. The 9mm had the smoothest of actions.

‘Segev, get the laptop.’

Eli switched on the comms as he stood over the man whose knee was shattered. He was lying on his side in a foetal-shaped ball, moaning. Eli kicked him over and helped himself to a knife and a Glock 17. 

‘Do not move,’ Eli said.

In his ears, Eli heard a babble of voices as he reported in that there were no casualties and they were in the process of disabling the drones. Segev was sitting cross-legged on the ground, half a metre away from the dead blond’s shattered skull, apparently oblivious to the pool of blood spreading while he hammered away at the keyboard. 

‘I can’t get them back,’ Segev said. ‘They’re programmed to detonate in fifteen seconds.’

‘Get them to detonate somewhere else.’ 

‘Lake to the west, 250618.’ 

Above him, Eli heard a helicopter approaching and on the ground the sound of people crashing through the woods, no doubt attracted by the sound of gunfire. 

‘Situation under control,’ Eli said. ‘Contact chopper, head east, east. Stay away from the drones, they are set to detonate, copy’

‘East, east copy,’ came the clear tone of a British accent. 

Above the tree line the drones had disappeared from sight and Eli was surrounded by the guys from his support team as well as a British armed response unit brandishing Heckler and Koch MP5s.

‘Drop your weapon,’ the first cop said.

Eli tossed the Beretta to the ground and held up his empty hands. ‘Unit, disarm,’ Eli said in Hebrew and his support team lay their weapons down on the ground.

Just then the drones detonated with a series of cracks that sounded like fireworks. As they went off, the sky lit up momentarily and the bare trees were silhouetted against the sky. It went quiet. Eli took a step towards the lead British cop, still keeping his hands in the air.

‘My name is Eli Amiram. I’m the cultural attaché at the Embassy of the State of Israel. These guys are with me.’


Chapter 57

Petra sat in solitude on a metal bench, up a hill, at an arboretum. It was quiet, or as quiet as it could be with distant traffic noise. She tried to exhale the tension from her shoulders as she’d seen Rafi do while they shared the safe house following Jarvis’s death.

It had been two weeks since she’d fought with Jarvis and she was still bruised, but her jaw was healing and make-up covered the blue and yellowing patches; she no longer looked like the gargoyle she felt herself to be.

The sense of ugliness was inside her.

After the initial debrief, the Office had rolled out a shrink to talk to Petra about her feelings. Recalling the session, Petra rolled her eyes. What a colossal waste of time. How was a shrink with a degree or two going to have the remotest idea about where she was? 

More helpful was Rafi, who’d taught her how to meditate. Boy, did he look a mess. No more the pretty boy, he had a black eye and stitches on his temple, lower down his arm was in a sling where it had been broken in two places, and five ribs were cracked. Yet he managed a smile and said it was his ego that was most damaged. 

‘You know what’s really killing me,’ he’d said when they were alone for a brief half hour without the constant care at the safe house. ‘I can’t even attempt to get you into bed.’

‘That would be a first,’ Petra mumbled through her swollen jaw. 

He’d half-grinned as if she was daring him and shifted towards her on the old sofa where they both sat. She saw the pain in his face and smelled the scent of chemicals that had been daubed on his various wounds. 

‘You are joking, aren’t you?’ Petra said. 

‘Mostly,’ Rafi said as a fresh twinge halted the attempt to reach out to her and he slumped back down against the cushions. His face was white and it took him a few seconds of deep breathing to regain his composure. Rafi had spurned the painkillers they’d been offered and when challenged by both the Embassy doctor and Eli, reeled off all the reasons why he would heal faster without them. 

Those three days in the safe house with Rafi had been an odd blur. Petra hadn’t turned down the painkillers, but after a day of round-the-clock care interspersed with doctor and dental appointments they spent the evenings sitting on the sofa in front of the TV. It was comforting. 

On the third day they were deemed fit enough to go home. Rafi to his waiting wife and family and Petra back to hers. Eli drove and tried to talk to her in the car, but she wasn’t responsive. 

‘I’d like to tell you that the pain of losing Tom will pass,’ Eli said. ‘And also that you’ll forgive yourself for his death. But that would be a lie.’

Petra said nothing. She was sick of being talked to.

‘Some agents—’

‘Tom wasn’t an agent,’ Petra said.

‘Yes he was, you know that as well as I do. It’s hard when we lose them. I lost an agent when the girl died, the girl at the school,’ Eli said. ‘He was my friend and I’m still angry. It doesn’t go away, you learn to live with it. But it’s okay, it’s manageable and it’s part of the job; it’s what we do.’

Petra still said nothing.

Eli went on. ‘I know that’s why you finished off Jarvis. It’s also why I figured you’d be able to get the truth out of the American.’

‘It’s not okay,’ Petra said. ‘What sort of person am I that I could do those things?’

‘The same as me,’ Eli said. ‘The same one who asks that question.’

‘That’s not enough. What’s it for, Eli? Nothing. Nothing changes. Except us – we get harder and more cruel and care about nothing. We’re empty people, just pretending to have compassion when it suits an operation or our own lives.’

Eli was quiet for some time. Finally he spoke. ‘The idea is that we do inhuman acts to save lives but… honestly, sometimes I’m not sure that we’re saving the right lives.’ 

Over and over again, Petra had replayed that conversation and now, sitting under the cold winter sky she was doing it again. 

What sort of person was she?

Eli didn’t know the full measure of it. He didn’t know that she was building herself up to do something she’d been dreading. He didn’t know that when she got back home, she was going to take the memory chip she’d found sandwiched in the book she’d taken from Tom’s shelf safe and slide it into a new laptop. A laptop that wasn’t connected to the internet and never would be. Petra was going to confront Tom’s last message to her and the journal translation that had betrayed her. 

After taking one last deep breath, Petra stood up and squelched through the grass down to the exit. She dawdled through the gift shop, trying to delay the moment when she would have to head home. There Petra stopped at a shelf of greeting cards, maybe there was one with a rabbit she could buy for Sandie. As Petra studied the cards she became conscious of a man in a blue beanie by her side. 

As if in tandem, a woman took up position on Petra’s other side, also looking at the cards. She was petite, Asian, pretty, in a quilted coat with cream-coloured hat topped with a pompom. 

‘Lovely cards, aren’t they?’ the man said. 

‘It’s Petra, isn’t it?’ the woman said. ‘If you’ve chosen what you want to buy we could offer you a lift home. Or at the very least walk you to your car.’

There was something assured about the couple, a sense of officialdom that couldn’t be confused with a random social encounter. Was she being arrested?

‘Who are you?’ Petra said. ‘How do you know who I am?’

‘I’m Sonja, he’s Bill. We work for the government,’ the young woman said with the friendliest of smiles. ‘Once we’re outside we’ll show you our ID just so that you can be certain about us.’

‘There’s a lot of scammers about,’ Bill said. ‘You’ll also be able to check that this is a bona fide situation.’

Feeling like a sheep being herded, Petra walked between them. It was one of those ‘always remember’ moments, where every detail was etched like a diamond in glass. The car park was pitted with gravel and they had to negotiate puddles of brown water and mud from the storm. Meanwhile, people passed by carrying their wares back to cars, some pushed trolleys showing serious intent, others clasped a single plant to their breast, a new treasure to live in an indoor space. And all the while, Petra was being walked to her car flanked by people who ‘worked for the government’.

All the way to her car, which they approached with exactitude, they kept up a constant flow of chatter. Meanwhile, she was deciding between outraged innocence, profound stupidity or admitting guilt as her best tactic. She decided to say nothing.

When they arrived at her car the man reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a card. It had a nothing but a phone number on it.

‘You’ve come up on one of our watchlists,’ Bill said. ‘I’m sure you’re aware of their existence.’

‘I follow the news,’ Petra said.

‘We know that you work freelance for Corudon and do some sensitive work for them from time to time, we also know you have a strong connection with another government. While they are technically allies, sometimes our interests are divergent.’

‘That’s what we want to talk to you about,’ Sonja said.

Bill was still holding out the card; Petra hadn’t yet taken it. 

‘We’d like you to call this number and come in and have a chat,’ he said.

Petra took the card and pocketed it. ‘What happens if I don’t want to?’ Petra smiled to soften the question.

‘If you’re worried about the sort of people we are and what we do, talk to Matt,’ Sonja said. ‘We think very highly of him.’

‘Matt?’ Petra was confused for a moment.

‘Yes, Matt… your friend,’ Bill said. ‘He’ll be back soon, I believe.’

‘It’s a real honour to meet you,’ Sonja said. ‘Please call, I’d like that a lot.’ 

With that, they turned and walked off. 

For a moment Petra stood leaning against the side of her car. Then she opened the car door and climbed into the cocoon of the driver’s seat.

What was that all about?

It took five or so minutes before she was ready to move the car out of the bay. Questions were assailing her like multiple tiny arrows.

What did they want? Did they know about Jarvis? Probably. Should she call Eli immediately? Were they really MI5? Or even British? And what about Matt?

By the time Petra got home, she’d managed to get a grip. The act of driving the car was calming and she’d deal with the issues one at a time. She opened the front door and checked the pill she habitually placed in the latch. It was still there. If they had come into the house, they hadn’t come in the front door. Then she checked windows and drawers. Everything was intact. Leaving no trace at all in the middle of the day was almost impossible. 

‘Right,’ Petra said to the empty house. She made herself a coffee and sat at the breakfast bar holding the cup between her hands, looking across the space towards the front door. She thought back and analysed the situation.

First, if they were going to arrest her for killing Jarvis they would have done it. They wouldn’t have invited her in for a chat. They would have read her rights to her and she would be on the way to a holding cell. Second, she remembered that Rafi had said that MI5 were involved and were being kept in the loop when Tom had disappeared, so that was how they knew about her. And they’d also initiated the raid on the group. 

Thinking about the situation in this clinical way calmed her down. The key point was that they hadn’t arrested her. She needed some down-time, maybe take herself away somewhere and then she’d decide to phone them or not phone them. Maybe the best thing to do would be to disappear for a while and go off grid.

In the meantime, she had to remember that they were people like her, people with a job to do and in this case it was to make contact with her and try to get a second meeting. And then? They would probably try to run her. Or maybe they were going to offer her a job. When it came down to it, what was the difference?

Petra glanced over at the new laptop that was still in its white box, waiting for Tom’s memory chip to be slid into it. The memory chip and the journal were in her own wardrobe safe; for the moment it was going to have to stay there or be moved somewhere safer.

One thing at a time. It was time to disappear.


Chapter 58

Watery sunlight splashed across the table where Eli sat with Milne enjoying breakfast. They were in the coffee room of the Travellers Club and on the plate in front of Eli there were the remains of a Manx kipper. It was a fine way to start the day.

‘More coffee?’ Milne said.

‘No, that’s enough for me.’ Eli was still a little punch drunk after stopping the drone attack. Before he’d trotted up the steps to the Travellers Club, Eli had dropped by Rafi’s flat to see how he was getting on. And also to make sure that Menachem was making morning visits to check up on Rafi. That guy was on notice and if Menachem wanted to keep his job, he’d have to prove himself.

So far, he had.  

Rafi had been discharged from hospital but wasn’t deemed fit enough to return to work. It would be a while. Eli reckoned it was still too early for Petra as well. 

Meanwhile, Eli had to face Milne who was fighting his corner in terms of blame and credit and was, as predicted, less than delighted by the mess that Petra had left behind. Eli was going to give him his moment.

‘Oliver, I’ve said I’m sorry, but the situation was completely out of my control. You know that.’

‘If you’d have kept us fully informed Jarvis would have been in custody and a problem for the Crown Prosecution Service. Not me.’

Eli tried to look contrite but hadn’t succeeded because Milne looked genuinely peeved. 

‘What’s more, I know exactly why you didn’t keep us in the loop – because you wanted to clear the flat of your tech.’

‘And you would have done the same thing.’ Eli reached for the cold toast and spread it with butter. ‘Those computers had proprietary adaptations and we are tasked with keeping it to ourselves. That’s top-down, Oliver. I can’t help that.’

Milne dabbed at the corners of his mouth before folding the napkin with painful deliberation. 

‘Is that why you’re driving around this country in a white van crammed with more IT than Silicon Valley?’ Milne said. ‘The very least you could do is not overuse it. I’m fed up with seeing it on watchlists.’

‘It is a problem,’ Eli said. ‘But don’t tell me your overseas stations don’t have the same problem.’ 

‘I concede on that one,’ Milne said. ‘They do. But I hope they’re more discreet than you are.’

The two men segued into a happier conversation about the shifts in intelligence-gathering they’d observed in their time and the shortcomings and challenges of AI. It was a more comfortable place to be than the mound of administration Milne had had to deal with as a result of Jarvis’s death. 

‘Where’s Charlene?’ Eli said.

‘Stateside. Mopping up.’

‘What news of our friend the Russian rezident?’ Eli said. So far Milne had made no mention of the news coverage about the Russian assassination of a Ukrainian agent. It can’t have slipped his mind that these events happened in Londongrad with depressing regularity. 

Milne gave Eli one of his gimlet style gazes. 

‘Ah… Nicolai. Yes, nice chap. He’s been recalled. It might have absolutely nothing to do with the latest defenestration planted at their door. Or not. His deputy said that he was on a course.’

‘So long as it’s not re-education.’

‘Who can say?’ Milne was looking around for the server, signalling for the bill. ‘By the by, I understand your wife was treating the dead Ukrainian agent’s child for PTSD. Nasty business for the man’s wife.’

Eli kept his face neutral. ‘Yes. Terrible tragedy. My wife’s keen to help with the kid’s education. While I think of it, I was wondering, Oliver, might you be able to help with a recommendation for the right kind of school? The Israeli Government will pay the fees.’

Milne leaned back in his chair and gave Eli a long, considered look. Then a smile broke across his face, ‘Eli, you really have a bloody nerve.’

Gal lay in Eli’s arms in the sweet spot that was the nook where shoulder met chest. They hadn’t made love like that for a long time. He mused as he looked at the moon shadows in the darkened room that made the traditional brass bedstead struts look like the bars on a cage. To Eli, the sex tonight felt as though Gal needed to express something that she didn’t yet have the vocabulary to say. He went along with it. If she didn’t want to talk about where she was, then that was fine. It was a common response after a combat situation and for all Gal’s academic experience she’d never been at the sharp end of violent death. Her compulsory army service had been, like his, in military intelligence where she’d shuffled paper and got a taste for psychology, enough to make her want to study it when her army service was over. Not for Gal service in the occupied territories shooting at the knees of stone-throwing kids and being scared for her life. He didn’t even think she’d done active sentry duty on border patrol or the green line. Seeing violent death changed people, it was traumatic and people dealt with that trauma in different ways.

Eli held her closer; he wished he could erase her sadness, take the memory away, but he knew he couldn’t. Some things you just had to live with and this was one of them. Holding her, smelling her familiar scent and feeling her hair tickle his nose Eli was drifting off into sleep when he felt her breath somewhere around his armpit.

‘I may stop working,’ Gal said. 

‘Why’s that?’ Eli held her a little tighter and stroked the smoothness of her arm.

‘I made an unforgivable mistake not knowing… not knowing that that man was abusing his wife and child.’

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself, everybody makes mistakes. That’s what defines us, how we learn from them.’

Gal rolled onto her elbows and looked at Eli.

‘No… no, I made a lot of professional mistakes. Really bad ones. Katerina has now told me what that man did to her and Aleksander. It was systematic abuse, both physical and emotional; she didn’t even want to come to the UK. How could I not see that?’

‘Can she go back?’ Eli said. He might be holding his wife in his arms but he could see Gal supporting Katerina for the duration of his term in London station and if he was unlucky, beyond. ‘We could help her get back.’ 

‘Not now. It’s too late for that. There’s nothing for her there but bad memories.’

Eli said nothing. He could sense that she wasn’t finished and he was right.

‘I want to tell you something, Eli. Something bad. I think it’s good that he’s dead.’

He could feel her eyes on him, waiting for a response. He gave none. 

‘She’s better off without him, safer without him. And Eli, she couldn’t leave him. She had no money and she barely speaks any English. I can’t believe that I’m saying this, but it’s good that he’s dead.’

After a while, when he was sure that Gal had said what she needed to say Eli said, ‘Yes, it is. She’ll have a better life without him and so will her son. He wasn’t a good man.’

There was silence in the room. Eli sensed Gal wanted to say something. ‘Are you a good man?’ she said.

‘I try to be,’ Eli said. ‘I really try to be.’
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1

Palestinian Territories - Present Day

Soon.

I know it’ll be soon because when we finished prayers this morning Abu Muhunnad’s eyes were shiny; and I don’t think it was irritation caused by dust and the wind that blows sand from the south.

It was not as if it was anything he said, I just had the sense that he wasn’t listening when I told him about my fast, at least not as intently as he usually does. I was describing the verse I’m reading and instead of commenting, he just nodded. That’s when I saw his eyes glitter with tears.

I’m okay. Really, I am.

I wanted to say that to Abu Muhunnad this morning. I wanted him to know and be certain that I am truly filled with joy and grateful for the opportunity, inshallah. It’s as if everything I’ve done in my twenty-seven years has led me to this point, this place, this precise moment in time where, finally, I am going to make a difference.


2

Tel Aviv, Israel - The Same Day

Seventy kilometres away - as the drone flies - Eli Amiram made his way to the bus stop for his morning commute. Even though he’d strolled only a short distance, from apartment to bus stop, by the time Eli arrived at the shelter he was sweating. His shirt grazed his damp neck and he could smell shower soap, deodorant and his own perspiration. The middle of May and at 7am, the temperature was already hitting 28 degrees. But the heat in isolation was nothing. Humidity was the killer; the wet, dense air that trapped him in its steaming strait-jacket. Eli leaned against the side of the metal bus shelter and narrowed his eyes. He tried to imagine grey London streets underfoot, grey clouds above and what it might feel like to inhale, if only for a second, cool air that hadn’t been artificially refrigerated. It was too bad Gal had driven north to see her mother. Otherwise, he’d have been in the car looking out, not on the street, sweating like an animal.

Half a metre away a woman was shrieking into her cell phone.

Eli closed his eyes. He stroked the top of his shaved head and felt the new growth on his skull. He supposed it could have been worse; at least the Khamsim was over. As far as Eli was concerned, a hard blue sky and 90 per cent humidity was a distinct improvement.

After a few more seconds of being bombarded by the woman’s conversation Eli opened his eyes to assess the source of the voice. What he saw was a fleshy face with faded blonde hair brushed back into a bun. He knew the type. The pitch of the woman’s voice was bad enough, but her heavily accented Hebrew set Eli’s teeth on edge. It was like listening to Stockhausen’s Helicopter String Quartet.

The bus screeched to a halt and Eli peeled his back away from the bus shelter and let the grandmother lumber ahead of him. Hauling herself aboard she found a seat halfway down the aisle. Eli made his way to an empty seat at the back of the bus; it was well away from the grandmother but next to a dati. Sliding down, Eli glanced over at the grey side burns, wispy beard and pallid skin.

The bus jolted forward and Eli’s head jerked back against the headrest. He felt a finger nudging his ribs. Turning, Eli caught a blast of a gastric disorder from the man’s mouth.

‘You speak English?’ the old man said with an American accent. ‘Or Yiddish?’ His tone was peremptory and he didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Is this Rosh Pinna Street? Is this the corner of Rosh Pinna and Ariel?’

‘Next stop,’ Eli said.

‘You’ll tell me when we get there?’

‘Of course, it’ll be a pleasure.’ Aware that he’d used the right idiom Eli was still irritated with himself because he always struggled with the precision and physical placement of an English accent. The focus wasn’t around the lips and vestibule of the mouth like French, neither was it located near the hard palate and throat like Arabic. It sat somewhere around the middle, just before the soft palate and it bugged him that he hadn’t got it. Even after years of study.

Five minutes later, when Eli was still trying to select an appropriate expression to practise on the American, they were at Rosh Pinna Street. Eli stood to let the man out.

‘Take your time, sir,’ Eli said. ‘There’s no rush, no rush at all.’ Shit. He’d done it again. Rolled the ‘r’. As he sat down, Eli grimaced trying to achieve the oral position for a non-rolling ‘r’.

That was when he noticed a new passenger, a woman, step into the body of the bus.

Eli stared. In dark blue jeans and flowing green top, skeletal shoulders sat atop a lumpy waist and an ugly hat shaded her face. But it wasn’t the absence of any aesthetic that made the base of Eli’s neck prick as if an elastic band had flicked against his flesh; it was her ex- pression - she was terrified.

Eli glanced across the aisle at a soldier to see if his combat receptors had kicked in but the kid was more interested in the horse-faced girl by his side. No back-up there.

Up ahead, the woman was hauling a black and white shopping trolley down the aisle. Judging by her strained expression the load was heavy. Eli stood up to get a better look at her.

Was she ill?

Beneath heavy make-up the woman was pouring sweat. She was drenched. A slick of moisture dewed her upper lip and the armpits of the blouse were almost black. Okay, it was hot outside and okay, she’d dragged a loaded shopping trolley to the bus stop, but there was something wrong with her. Between thick eyebrows there was a deep frown crease and her eyes flicked around the bus, not settling, not making contact.

Eli reached into his pocket for his cell phone. He glanced down and fingered the button to call the emergency services. Was he over- reacting? Up ahead he saw the woman’s lips were moving and her hand was clenched around the handle of the shopper.

She’d found a seat. Right in the middle of the bus. Right where a device would cause the maximum damage. She sat down and Eli got a good view of her back and the narrow profile of her shoulders atop the billowing green top. Her waist was out of proportion to the rest of her body and she was holding on to that damn shopper as if her future depended on it.

‘Slicha, excuse me,’ Eli slid out from his seat and shoved aside a kid standing in the aisle reading his phone.

Ahead, the woman was still clutching the shopper and positioning it with both hands. Not one. Struggling to keep it upright. Eli was two metres away from her and closing in when a man, an office worker in a white shirt, stepped into the aisle and blocked Eli’s way. In one hand he had a paper cup of coffee and he was reaching to take a linen jacket off the seat hook with the other. Using the flat of his hand against the man’s chest, Eli pushed him back into his seat. The coffee went flying as the office worker lost his balance and fell on top of another man reading a newspaper.

‘What the fuck!’ Eli didn’t look back.

The bus grunted to a halt and the brakes squealed. The doors hissed open. Eli reached the woman and wrenched the shopper from her grip. He glimpsed the fear in her eyes. Behind him people stood about to get off. Eli blocked them. He ripped open the Velcro cover of the shopper and dove inside. He pulled out a nightdress and a toilet bag and tossed them across the floor of the bus where they skittered under the seats.

‘What’s going on? What’s happening, why can’t we get off ?’ Sharp and anxious voices. Voices close to panic. Meanwhile, Eli plunged his hand deeper into the shopper again and again but found only softness; no wire, no block, no bomb. In his peripheral vision Eli saw the soldier boy holding back the passengers.

‘What’s happening? Is there something wrong?’ Eli heard from the crowd of commuters.

‘Bitachon, security,’ Eli said. ‘Everything’s under control.’

Now on his feet Eli dragged off the woman’s hat. Tear tracks striated the make-up on her face.

‘Are you out of your mind? What do you think you’re doing?’

That voice, that awful accent, it was the grandmother sitting right next to the girl Eli had just assaulted.

‘I had reason to believe -’ Eli tried to make his voice sound authoritative hoping that a firm tone would camouflage his cock-up.

Her face was red and one of her dockworker’s arms was around the girl’s skinny shoulders.

‘Didn’t the good Lord give you eyes in your stupid big head? The girl’s sick, she’s going to the hospital and she’s frightened to death.’

‘Lady, we all have to be vigilant and aware of security at all times. D’you understand? Okay, I made a mistake, I apologise, but I was acting in the best interest of everybody.’

There were rumblings from the other passengers. They were divided. Eli saw the man with a coffee stain across his white shirt; he nodded at Eli. He got it. He understood. But the grandmother didn’t.

‘What kind of idiot are you?’

He hissed, ‘The kind of idiot who is trying to protect you from being blown to pieces. Do you have a problem with that?’

‘Maspeek, enough, please,’ whispered the girl through tears. ‘It’s okay, I’m okay.’

‘Lady, I’m sorry, I made a bad mistake,’ Eli grabbed a handful of clothes from the floor and dumped them on the girl’s lap. Then, since the soldier boy was still holding back the rest of the passengers, Eli scrambled down the steps on to the street.

He walked the rest of the way to the Office.
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